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LAST WORD

IF YOU GREW UP IN ARKANSAS, chances are pretty good you grew 
up not far from water.

One little stream a!er another. Any of the waterways wide enough to show 
up on a map. "e subdivision dwellers among us likely had a local pond, set 
in place to catch stormwater runo# and o!en tagged with a pastoral name 
that belied its humble purpose. And if you didn’t live close to some body 
of water, the odds are pretty good that some of your leisure time was spent 
at what is ubiquitously called "e Lake, whichever one it may have been, 
especially once June arrived, inevitably dragging summer along with it.

“We’re going to "e Lake this weekend.” How many times over the years 
have you heard that uttered by family, friends and yourself? Nobody ever 
seemed to specify which lake, of course, at least not to anyone who wasn’t 
a stranger. A lot of times it was pretty simple to $gure out: "e Lake in 
question was the closest, biggest one that had a campground with a boat 
ramp attached, o!en in a state park. You knew which lake was "e Lake 
by where you lived, much like you knew which hill was "e Hill in your 
neighborhood, or where someone 
meant when they said they were 
going to "e Store.

Little Rock? You most likely 
meant Lake Maumelle, which, if you 
think about it, is really a drinking-
water reservoir that’s put on airs. 
Out Garland County way, you were 
usually either a Lake Catherine or 
Lake Hamilton type. Farther down 
Interstate 30 from there, it meant 
Lake DeGray, and farther than that 
meant Millwood, while heading up 
into the Ouachitas meant, well, Lake 
Ouachita, of course. If you lived 
between Rogers and Berryville, 
then you lived a stone’s throw from 
Beaver Lake, while folks around Mountain Home could %ip a coin to choose 
between Bull Shoals and Norfork. Everybody on Interstate 40 from Atkins 
to Ozark were probably thinking Dardanelle when they talked about "e 
Lake, while those north of a line between, say, Conway and Beebe were 
probably thinking Greers Ferry.

Something about those particular bodies of water always stuck out to me, 
though. "ey’re lakes, but they’re not natural lakes. Every one of them is 
really just a wide spot in a river and has a right-big dam on the downstream 
end of it. "ey are creations of mankind, whether built to provide water 
for people and crops, ease %ooding, give the economic li! of recreational 
use or any combination thereof. Some of them are smack on top of old 
farmsteads and other abandoned habitations, while the stony bones of 
Monte Ne resort, Arkansas’s Atlantis, poke above the Beaver Lake waterline 
whenever it drops low enough.

"e reality of the unnatural state of so many of our lakes really sank in for 
me as a kid spending my weekends camping and hiking with the Boy Scouts. 
One of our troop’s favorite destinations was Lake Sylvia in Perry County, a 

comparatively small swimming hole at just 18 acres but big enough to allow 
gangly youngsters with access to canoes a sense of freedom, while keeping 
them within earshot of the grown-ups on shore. Inevitably, some of us 
would paddle out to the far end of the lake, where a slender wall of concrete 
arced between hillsides and held back all that water being funneled in by 
the aptly named Narrow Creek. Some of the more adventurous boys—and 
I’m invoking my Fi!h Amendment rights here, just to be clear—would 
go so far as to clamber out of a canoe onto the shore, and from the shore 
onto the top of the dam. It was just wide enough to walk on and seemed 
like it fell a hundred feet to the rocky creek bed that carried the out%ow to 
Brown Creek and eventually to the Maumelle River. Whatever the dam’s 
actual height, it was deliciously vertiginous and just threatening enough 
to make sure you kept your weight shi!ed slightly toward the lake side of 
the boundary. Or so I hear.

Later visits to bigger lakes with even bigger dams—the kind you actually 
drove across in cars—formed in my mind the idea that Arkansas just 

doesn’t have that many natural lakes, 
at least not of any size. Where was 
our Superior? Why were our stubby 
mountains not peppered with deep 
lochs? Was every body of water big 
enough to be known as "e Lake 
really just a blocked-o# river? It sure 
seemed that way, and that seemed at 
some level completely unfair.

It was also, it turns out, completely 
wrong. All it took to have my thesis 
busted was a call to the Arkansas 
Geological Survey, where people 
study this sort of thing. Turns out 
I just had to get my head out of the 
hill country and down into the Delta.

Look down along the Mississippi 
River, I was told. Down there by Lake Village—you know, the town with 
“lake” in its very name—and you $nd Lake Chicot, that long, skinny, watery 
“C” that used to be part of the Mississippi River channel. "at, my fellow 
Arkansawyers, is the epitome of a natural lake. In fact, he noted, we’ve got 
four of these oxbows that exceed 30,000 acres in size. "at’s nothing to sneeze 
at, for sure. "e Arkansas River itself has thrown o# any number of oxbows 
over the centuries, like Old River Lake and Bearskin Lake around Scott. How 
many times had I driven past these places without even a thought of whether 
there was a dam at one end or the other? "e White River, too, has birthed 
any number of lakes at its downstream end, the gentleman geologist pointed 
out, and you’ll also $nd oxbows on lesser rivers like the Red or even streams 
like the Cache. "ere’s no shortage of natural lakes in Arkansas, it turns out.

"e Lake is "e River, it turns out. And "e River is "e Lake. "at’s a 
pleasing dichotomy, one I can happily live with. Just as long as I can dip my 
toes in one or the other now that the mercury has started to rise.

Columnist Eric Francis lives a few blocks from the Arkansas River in North 
Little Rock.
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