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FOR THOSE WHO USED TO ROCK ...
WE SALUTE YOU!

BY ERIc FRANcIS

Barton Coliseum.

A humble name, that. Which is fitting, since it’s a humble building that started 

life as an open-air arena for rodeos and livestock shows.

But drop that name around the right kind of people — people of a certain age, 

whose teen years and young adulthood were spent within an easy drive of Little 

Rock, who may have kids and grandkids and responsibilities now but once rolled 

their eyes at their parents’ tastes in manners and dress and music — drop that name 

around those people and you’re likely to dredge up a particular kind of memory. 

And they’ll smile, and look at you, and say something like:

Barton Coliseum? 
Oh, yeah — 

that’s where I learned 
to rock.
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Maybe you dropped $16 on a ticket to see Rush, 
which had former Styx frontman Tommy Shaw 
open the show on January 26, 1988.

Or it could’ve been Kenny Rogers, who brought 
along the comedian Gallagher and the pop-
country trio Dave & Sugar to his sold-out show 
on January 11, 1981, that packed 10,500 people 
into the building.

What about August 4, 1976? That’s when Kiss 
dropped by in support of their awesome new album 
Destroyer, with Bob Seger warming up the crowd. 
Tickets for that one were $6 in advance, $7 the 
day of the show.

Still too recent? Perhaps you were among the 
lucky ones who saw Elvis there on April 17, 1972, 
when the big marquee out on Roosevelt Road read 
“WELCOME ELVIS and thousands of out of state 
visitors. SOLD OUT.”

Was it in the ’60s? The ’50s?
What was your first Barton Coliseum concert? 

O kay: A thing of beauty Barton is not. 
With its tall masonry walls of taupe 
and brown, plus the domed and oblong 

metal roof with its peculiar little knob on top, 
it bears more than a passing resemblance to a 
ginormous Crock Pot. 

The Barton of today and the Barton of back 
then both look pretty much like Barton did when 

the arena was first roofed over not long after it 
was built a half-century ago. Sure, there was some 
work done over the years to improve acoustics 
and concession stands and what amenities were 
expected of a 1950s-era performance hall. But you 
could stop by tomorrow, take one look and say, 
“Yeah, I know this joint.”

Inside, it’s all business and little luxury: A broad, 
tall concourse makes a full lap of the building 
and, most important, gives access to the cavernous 
interior. 

Invariably when you first step inside, you look 
up. Just how high off the floor are those catwalks, 
anyway? Forty, fifty, sixty feet? The bleachers rise 
up almost as high, to where the top rows shared 

space with the massive I-beams that support the roof. 
That’s where the parents of the youngest concertgoers 
tended to hang out, figuring they’d be high enough 
up to spot any shenanigans and far enough from the 
stage that the music wouldn’t be so loud. 

Yeah, right. Barton wasn’t built with acoustics 
very much in mind, but that hardly mattered. 
Volume — that’s what mattered, and the bands 
always seemed to have enough decibels to fill up 
that enormous echo chamber of concrete and steel.

The floor was the focus for the serious fans. 
Wide, long, and flat, you could build a mighty 
big stage into one end of it, and thousands of 
fans would cram themselves into the rest of the 
space. About halfway back, the sound booth would 
rise like an island in the middle of a sweltering, 
smoking, screaming human sea. “Festival seating,” 
it was called, as if anybody ever sat down. Instead, 
they’d stake out their space and defend it from all 
comers. Fans who wanted to could get right up 
front, right under the stage, depending upon how 
early they got there or, if it wasn’t early enough, 
how determined they were.

And there were always plenty of determined 
fans.

These days, Barton Coliseum isn’t where the 
musical action is. Ever since Pulaski County’s 
taxpayers put up the dough to build a fancy 
new arena — or multipurpose civic center, as it 
is officially styled — on the North Little Rock 
riverfront, the big-name shows opt for the arena’s 
modern conveniences. Meanwhile, the fans have 
little option but to buy tickets at prices that make 
the twenty-something-dollar shows of the early 
’90s — your MC Hammer, your Ozzy Osbourne, 

your Reba McEntire — look like the bargain of 
the century.

But if there hadn’t been a Barton Coliseum for 
the past fifty years, would there be a Verizon Arena 
today? Maybe not, or at least not in its current 
form, said one guy who ought to know.

That guy is Tom Wood, and few names are more 
synonymous with music in Central Arkansas. One 
of the founding fathers of legendary rock radio 
station Magic 105 (along with Tommy Smith 
and Sandy O’Connor) and now the scion of a 
station bearing his own name (Tom-FM 94.9), 
Wood believes that if there hadn’t been a Barton 
Coliseum, it could have taken years, maybe decades 
longer for Little Rock to become more than a place 
to stop and fill up the tour bus. 

“We began to learn [in 1980] how important 
Little Rock was and how convenient it was for 
bands to stop here — between Dallas and either 
St. Louis or New Orleans,” Wood said. “There was 
always the chance the band wanted to work. It 
usually meant [the band] sacrificing a day off, but 
Little Rock was waiting with a ready coliseum.”

And promoters liked the fact that they could sell 
as many as ten thousand tickets, he noted.

Even if the lead act wasn’t interested in giving 
up their layover, Wood said, an up-and-coming 
opening band might be willing.

“In the first half of the ’80s, a lot of the ’60s and ’70s 
power groups were still touring,” he said. “Maybe 
they didn’t stop here, but the middle-ground bands 
that were starting to get on MTV would.”

Meanwhile, any headliner that did care to stop 
in Little Rock didn’t really have a choice — as far 
as venues went, it was Barton or it was almost 
nothing. 

At the small end of the scale were local clubs, 
only a couple of which could seat as many as five 
hundred people. At the other end of the spectrum, 
few bands could put a dent in War Memorial 
Stadium’s capacity of fifty thousand. Sharing 
the middle ground with Barton was Robinson 
Auditorium, but it could only seat about twenty-
five hundred and further had a reputation as being 
“a little highbrow for the blue jeans crowd.” 

“Can you imagine the James Gang playing there 
then?” he asks. “More than that, where would Elvis 
have played? I can’t imagine how set back we’d be 
in the evolution of live music if Barton Coliseum 
wasn’t there.”

T he sun may have already set on Barton 
Coliseum as a venue for big-name concerts 
(not to mention the basketball games and 

the graduations), but it still sees activity out there 
at the Arkansas State Fair Complex. Circuses still 
drop by, and of course it’s as well-suited as ever for 
its original calling — livestock shows. 

But its days for even those happenings may be 
numbered. There’s a move underfoot to build a new 
State Fair facility, possibly over in North Little Rock, 
with easier access to the interstate and more room 

to grow. That’s still up in the air now, of course, but 
the staff at the Arkansas State Fair Grounds knows 
it may be coming, and they’re trying to assemble all 
the Barton Coliseum memorabilia they can find in 
order to preserve the sometimes flamboyant history 
of that humble building. 

Problem is, they don’t have a lot of their own 
stuff to assemble.

“One of our problems,” explains Ralph Shoptaw, 
the soft-spoken and amiable manager of the 
fairgrounds complex, “is we had a grandstand and 
stage. They were torn down, and the stage itself, it 
had a lot of stuff stored in there.”

“They basically got rid of it for us,” administrator 
Deb Crow adds with palpable irony.

“We had posters and all sorts of stuff in there,” 
Shoptaw said.

It’s not that they have no reminders of concerts 
past. Locked away with records of bookings and 
ticket sales and other day-to-day ephemera are 
a few treasures. Posters from Morris Day and 
New Edition. Ticket stubs from the Beach Boys 
in 1981 ($10.50 and $8.50). Newspaper clippings 
from the time in 1975 when seven thousand 
Grand Funk Railroad fans had to evacuate the 
building mid-concert because of a bomb scare.

And then there’s the Holy Grail of Barton 
Coliseum memorabilia: Thousands of unsold 
tickets to the Lynyrd Skynyrd concert that was 
scheduled for Saturday, Oct. 22, 1977. It never 
happened because a plane crash on Oct. 20 killed 

band members Ronnie Van Zant, Steve Gaines, 
and Cassie Gaines, along with three other people.

Knowing that the longer they wait, the harder 
it will be to assemble a Barton Coliseum archive, 
Shoptaw and Crow are already taking the same 
steps that proved successful in tracking down old 
Arkansas State Fair items late last year: Checking 
Craigslist and eBay, asking former staff members if 
they might have anything at home, and appealing 
to the public. 

“We’re losing that part of our history,” said 
Crow, who spearheaded the recent effort to acquire 
memorabilia from State Fairs past. “This was a part 
we knew we had to get into.”

O nce they start talking about archiving 
your glory days, you know the pasture 
can’t be far off. 

It’s not hard to imagine, now, a time when 
you’ll run into the right kind of people — the 
kind who look most familiar in a big, crowded 
space illuminated by the flames of thousands of 
Bic lighters — and the question you ask them won’t 
be “What was the first show you saw at Barton 
Coliseum?” but “What was the last?” 

Mine was Robert Plant, the Now and Zen tour 
in 1988. Paid seventeen bucks for a ticket to catch 
the ex–Led Zeppelin lead singer on a Thursday 
night in early November, and believe me when I 
tell you, people, he left it all on the stage!

So … what was yours?

Volume — that’s what mattered.

Free Bird!
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