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Foreword 

Few people know the major roles played by the United States Army Corps of Engineers in the domestic 
systems of our nation. I was impressed but not surprised by this pervasive ignorance, for the Corps of Engi­
neers does little to direct attention to itself, normally being content to let its own works stand as its marker. 

I feel that the work of the Engineers is too important to be constrained within such modesty. The pur­
pose of this history is to give the public a warm humanly inviting insight into the record of the Little Rock 
District of the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers. '" 

The history grew from personal interviews, searches of public documents found in the District library, 
The Congressional Record, reading old files of local newspapers (especially the Arkansas Gazette) and inti­
mate studies of personal papers. 

I hope that every reader will grow to share my appreciation of the role the Little Rock District has 
played in the destiny of this region and our nation. 

Preface to the Second Edition 

Floyd M. Clay, Ph.D. 
History Department 
Arkansas State University 

This current edition brings you up to date on what has been occurring in the District since the opening 
of the navigation project. The interim years have been somewhat less dramatic than the epic struggle which 
restructured the Arkansas River as a major avenue of commerce, and created the great reservoir-hydroelec­
tric network of north-central Arkansas, but the last decade has not been without drama, progress and ser­
vice to the region. Please join me in retracing this short yet significant period in history. 

Floyd M. Clay, Ph.D. 
History Department 
Holy Cross College 
Algiers, Louisiana 
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The Beginning of the Corps of Engineers 

In the formative years of the United States, the only 
school for training engineers was conducted in the U.S. 
Military Academy at West Point. When the Federal Gov­
ernment assumed responsibility for a transportation system 
of roads, canals, and waterways there was no alternative 
but to delegate the "mechanics of the projects to the U.S. 
Army's Corps of Engineers. The situation was not unusual. 
Col. Robert R. Robertson, writing for the Armed Forces 
Management (February 1960), said that it was a commen­
tary of modern civilization that "the material advance­
ment of our race has been paced ... by requirements of 
the military." Furthermore, it was only natural for the 
original emphasis to be on water transportation, for in the 
days of wilderness, Indians, and scarcity of labor, water 
routes were most practical. And historically, the paths of 
civilizations usually followed the water routes into the 
interiors. 

In 1815 President Madison asked Congress to invest in 
a system of national roads and canals, promising that "no 
objects within the circle of political economy (would) so 
richly repay the expense bestowed on them. Congress re­
ponded with a resolution confirming its authority, under 
the improvement of water courses." In 1824 Congress 
passed the first rivers and harbors bill, charging the Corps 
of Engineers with the responsibility for maintaining those 
water routes, beginning the struggle between the awesome 
forces of nature and the small group of men known as the 
United States Army Corps of Engineers. 

The original and almost exclusive work of the Corps 
consisted of snagging and dredging operations, and even 
these small efforts were often severely limited by incredibly 
small budgets. To the west, the Mississippi River and its 
major tributaries represented the nation's central transpor­
tation system, but it was a system in poor repair. The 
tributaries were proportionally worse. The Ohio was the 
backbone of the Great Lakes Region, the Missouri was the 
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gateway to the great and little known northwest, and the 
Arkansas pointed invitingly toward the Rockies. 

Early transportation on the western waters consisted 
mostly of rafts floating down the various rivers to the 
terminal port of New Orleans, where the goods could be 
unloaded, sold, and then transported elsewhere' by ocean­
going vessels. The advent of the steamboat changed this 
basic, unilateral transportation system into a practical, 
two-way system that would supply the interior as well as 
export wilderness produce from the interior. The first 
steamboat to buck the current of the mighty Mississippi 
was the New Orleans which did so on the eve of the War 
of 1812. 

These early steamboat captains were as adventurous as 
the hardy pioneers who were then beating back the wilder­
ness in their struggle to establish themselves. The rivers 
were capricious, indolent, raging, turgid, peaceful, and 
ominous according to the whim of nature, but the cap­
tains took them on with amazing success. As in a cat-and­
mouse game, captains eyed currents with nervous concern, 
and took the most logical chances. To miscalculate was 
generally disastrous. 

The success of the United States in the War of 1812 
opened up an era of intense patriotism and unbounded con­
fidence. With it came the boom in steamboat construction 
for the Mississippi River trade. In the period 1816-1820, 
dozens of steamboats were constructed for the Mississippi 
River trade. 

Though few people had ventured into the wilderness of 
the Arkansas territory, there were no practical motivations 
for steamboat activity on the Arkansas, yet steamboats on 
the Arkansas Rivers appeared soon after the first steam­
boats on the Mississippi. The first steamboat to nose into 
the waters of the Arkansas was the Comet which left New 
Orleans on March 23, 1820, and arrived at Arkansas Post 
on March 31. On the sixty-mile trip from the mouth of the 
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Hydraulic pile-driving on the Arkansas Rive r at Pine Bluff, 
Arkansas in 1881, the year the Little Rock District was 
formed. 



Arkansas to Arkansas Post, the Comet had run aground. 
The Captain had taken the "long" way up the river rather 
than the more practical way of entering on the White 
River and cutting over to the Arkansas a few miles below 
the Post. This short-cut was well known, even then. The 
captain's failure to utilize this route can only be attributed 
to his inexperience with the Arkansas River. In that same 
year (1820), one other steamboat ventured up the river to 
Arkansas Post, the Maid of Orleans. The Maid was note­
worthy in that she had been built to sail on the high seas, 
yet constructed to traverse inland waterways under steam 
power. 

Even before the Corps began its snagging and dredging 
operations in the West, the adventurous river captains had 
pushed on above Arkansas Post to the little settlement of 
Little Rock. In the spring of 1822, (March 16), the villagers 
of Little Rock were jubilant over the safe arrival of the 
steamboat Eagle as it puffed into view. The Eagle was 
little more than a packet, at 118 tons; but it was a har­
binger, a forerunner of greater days to come. Margaret 
Ross, an authority on Arkansas River steamboats, said it 
was not the commercial importance of the fledging terri­
torial capital that attracted the Eagle but rather the need 
to supply Dwight Indian Missionary School further up the 
river in what is now Pope County. 

The Eagle could not make it all the way to the Mission 
because of the prevailing conditions of the river. This 
experience did not deter other more successful attempts 
to go even further up the river. Within a few months 
another steamboat, the Robert Thompson ., took advantage 
of better river conditions and made it all the way to Fort 
Smith. In high water periods it was possible for light draft 
boats to ascend as far as Fort Gibson, in the heart of 
Indian territory. 

In 1832 Congress turned its attention to the Arkansas 
River specifically, and through the River and Harbor Act 
of 1832, the Corps was authorized to maintain a channel 
in the Arkansas River. The channel was to be wide enough 
and deep enough for "free passage of heavy boats," and 
was to be kept open from the mouth of the river to the 
mouth of the Grand (Neosho) River, near present-day 
Muskogee, Oklahoma - a total channel distance of 465 
miles. The Act did not provide for any permanent improve­
ments, only snagging, dredging, revetments, and "contrac­
tion works," to confine the river channel. This too, was the 
usual procedure. Neither the Nation nor the Corps had the 
capacity to undertake greater projects. 

But to get the job done under even this limited author­
ity, the Corps was curtailed by insufficient funds. In those 
days the Corps worked at snagging until the money was 
gone, then simply stopped work until the next year when 
more funds again became available. Since no method of 
transportation was fully developed, a partially opened river 
was not considered any more reprehensible than a par­
tially opened road. Man took what was offered with 
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gratitude. 
National growth and the westward movement was 

recognized through more vigorous action by Congress· in 
1850, when it appropriated $50,000 for a study of conditions 
on the Mississippi River and its tributaries. As all sugges­
tions seemed hopelessly expensive, the study accomplished 
little more than to prepare the way for greater studies. 

The Corps activities on the Arkansas were sufficient to 
excite a further interest in the profitable river trade, and 
in the pre-Civil War period, several little shipyards turned 
out steamboats and steam powered ferries . Most of the 
crafts were launched as hulls and floated downstream to 
New Orleans for outfitting of engines and other hardware. 
These boats were specifically designed for Arkansas waters, 
and since the Arkansas usually ran shallow, they were 
limited in size and designed for minimum draft. The 
Neosho constructed at Van Buren, Arkansas, by Captain 
Truesdell, drew only 13 inches of water, but did not hold 
the record long. In 1855 a Little Rock shipyard launched 
the Know-Nothing (named after the American political 
party). The Know-Nothing drew only three inches with an 
empty hull, and only six inches when fully loaded. Two 
years later Little Rock launched the Rock City, a steam­
boat of 250 tons, 127-foot long, 28-foot beam, 16 staterooms, 
and other civilized accoutrements. Design ingenuity kept 
this relatively large packet to a scant draft of 10 inches. 
With this sort of engineering, and with the help of the 
Corps of Engineers the river trade increased in volume, 
value and frequency. 

Successive river and harbor bills throughout the 19th 
century authorized more channel maintenance work for 
lesser known tributaries in Arkansas; the Fourche La 
Fave, the Petit Jean, the White, the Little Red, the Black, 
the St. Francis, the Cache, and the L' Anguille. The appro­
priations could not be increased proportionately. 

By the 1870's the Engineers wanted steel-hulled snag 
boats because their own wooden-hulled snag boats were 
being sunk by submerged hulks and snags. In 1872 the 
Arkansas Gazette published a list of 117 steamboats which 
had already been lost on the Arkansas, and the list was far 
from complete. Although a few terrifying boiler explosions 
accounted for some of the sinkings, the majority of the 
boats were sunk by snags. 

In 1873 the District Engineer at St. Louis suggested 
that the snag problem could be reduced if tottering timber 
were cut from eroding banks, and the banks themselves 
be given some kind of protection. This suggestion was 
financially prohibitive. 

It was not until 1878 that the first contraction work on 
the Arkansas river was performed - the construction of P. 

brush and stone dike designed to slough away a sand bar 
in front of the Fort Smith landing. The success of this 
effort encouraged the Corps to more ambitious projects, 
but the greatest impediment was still money. The appro­
priations barely paid for the small snagging operations. 
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The Birth of the District 

When the Arkansas and its tributaries increased in 
commercial importance, the Corps of Engineers established 
an Engineer Office at Little Roc~ in 1881. Captain Thomas 
H. Handbury became the first District Engineer of the 
new Little Rock District. 

When Captain Handbury arrived at Little Rock, it was 
a rough frontier town; the main street was a dirt path 
between rows of wooden, one-story buildings. Outside the 
town, robbery of stagecoaches was a major travel hazard. 
Captain Handbury called for a complete survey of the 
river so that a permanent improvement program could be 
formulated. 

On the Arkansas a town with special problems was 
Pine Bluff. The town was located on a bluff of about 45 
feet high, situated at the outside edge of a sharp bend in 
the Arkansas River. Even during normal flows, the river 
gnawed into its soft bank, but during times of high waters 
and floods, the bank was flushed away in prodigious quan­
tities until parts of the town of Pine Bluff began to slough 
off into the swirling waters of the Arkansas River. Street 
after street was undermined and caved into the water. 
and the distraught citizens sought help from the District 
Engineer. 

The problem of erosion was only one of two major prob­
lems facing the town. The second was the possibility that 
the river would cut through at Yell Bend, approximately 
3.5 miles beyond the town. -

Such an occurrence would leave Pine Bluff high and 
dry, but far removed from the river. To resolve these two 
major problems, Captain Handbury suggested that Yell 
Bend be strengthened and the curvature of the river facing 
Pine Bluff be made more gentle. Such work was com­
menced in 1882, beginning the second contraction work on 
the Arkansas. It was not too successful being limited by 
funds, but the citizens of Pine Bluff were encouraged by 
the concern of the Engineers. Having no alternative for 
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the time being, the Corps continued to make these tempo­
rary improvements on a year-to-year basis, and just as 
regularly the river swept away these temporary improve­
ments. 

By 1885 Captain Handbury had completed his survey of 
the Arkansas River to Wichita. For the first time, it was 
possible to have an accurate view of the Arkansas River 
with its problems. About the same time he began to devote 
more attention to the White River, since it was another 
practical route into and out of the interior. Furthermore, 
the swift-flowing White generally ran deeper than did the 
Arkansas and served an area that was not served by any 
parallel stream. No railways had pushed into the sparsely 
settled area. 

The waterway had become the lifeline of the farmer. 
The River and Harbor Act of 1876 had extended snagging 
operations upstream as far as Buffalo Shoals, and subse­
quent Acts extended navigation even further. 

By 1883 the District Engineer reported heavy traffic on 
the White River : 20,000 bales of cotton, 30,000 sacks of 
seed, 1,000 tons of cotton seed, 5,000 tons of assorted mer­
chandise, 1,000,000 board feet of walnut timber, and large 
quantities of corn, ores, and other commodities. He cited 

- these statistics to substantiate his request for permanent 
improvements. ': 

For a while the White River seemed to override the 
Arkansas in importance. When the Corps was asked by 
Congress to initiate major improvements -for navigation, in 
the form of locks and dams, those improvements were 
made on the White rather than the Arkansas. The River 
and Harbor Act of March, 1899, authorized 10 fixed dams 
with concrete locks, all to be located between Batesville and 
Buffalo Shoals. Eventually three of those locks and dams 
would be completed, with Lock and Dam No.1, at Bates­
ville, completed and in operation on ,October 16, 1903, and 
No.2 and No. 3 not far behind. Much of the swift White 



By 1900 the Arkansas River banks had eroded to the foun­
dations of build ings in downtown Pine Bluff, Arkansas. 

River was parallel by the railroad in 1903 when it complet­
ed its line from Batesville to Harrison, and on to Carthage, 
Missouri. The railroad offe red more dependable transporta­
tion, displacing the need for river tra ffi c. In 1903 the Dis­
trict Engineer recommended that no further work beyond 
the completion of Lock and Dam No. 3 be undertaken. 
Congress r esponded by authorizing the abandonment of the 
project after the completion of Lock and Da m No. 3. 
Locks a nd Dams Nos. 1, 2, and 3 were operated for many 
years afterward. 

Thc ra ilroa ds were a lso beginning to t ake their toll on 
Arkansas River traffic, but the ra il roads themselves were 
sometimes in trouble. During hig h water periods, the r a il 
lin es were often unusable. Conversely, the st eamboa ts 
were in their best operating envi ronment during high 
water. In 1882 train service was disrupted between Mem­
phis and Li t tle Rock , a n d the r a ilroads wer e placed in the 
emba rrassing position of having to cha rter s teamboats to 
m a intain the ra ilroad contrac ts between those two points . 
Also, the ra il roads som etimes compla ined tha t they could 
not compete w it h the low freight ra tes of the s teamboats. 
Competi t ion engendered a tactic called the "Chinese W all." 
Under this system the railroads would charge a high rate 
for ha uling from a river t ermina l to a n inland custom er, 
but would cha rge that sam e custom er con siderable cheaper 
rates for hauling his freight directly from the source to 
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the customer . Considering the uncontrolled and unregu­
lated rivers, the dependability and service offered by the 
ra ilroa ds, plus the competitive tactics, the water routes 
genera lly suffered most. Overland hauling was not yet com­
petitive because of poor or non existent roa ds. An example 
of road conditions is w ell illustra t ed by an article in the 
Arkansas Gazette of April 10, 1880. The Gazette noted, with 
amazem ent and pride, tha t Joe B erlin ha d m ade the 45-
mile trip from Pine Bluff to Little Rock in the r ecord time 
of 5 hours a nd 52 minutes, using only a light buggy and a 
tea m of fin e horses. 

In 1884 the r a ilroad between Little Rock a nd Fort Smith 
was completed, and work was started on a bridge across 
the river a t Little Rock. The da y of the s teamboa t was 
past, though not immediately evident. 

In 1884 Captain H enry Sheldon T a ber becam e District 
Engineer. During his nine-year t enure, the District 
throbbed to increased t empos. Captain T a ber promoted the 
Locks and Da m s on the White River and succeeded in 
saving Pine Bluff from the Arka nsas River through "per­
m a n ent" improvem ents. It was Capta in T a ber who suc­
ceeded in establishing the Corps as one of the most effi­
cacious bra n ches of the F edera l Government, becoming 
m ore est eem ed in the minds of the loca l people. 

At that time there was rela tively little depa rtmentaliza ­
tion, and a pe rson worked a t whatever h e thought he could 



accomplish. That independence extended down to the low- wrote the Corps of Engineers of his gratitude. He had been 
est level of Corps activities - from the Chief of Engineers involved in river traffic 32 years and "there had beer! no 
to the survey crews. Conversely, no one seemed to be year up to the last one when there has not been one or 
immune from any problem. For example, in 1885, a Corps more boats sunk by snags on this (Arkansas) river." He 
employee died in Little Rock, leaving a small debt to his attributed that immunity "wholly to the United States 
boarding-housekeeper. Taber wrote of his concern to the snag-boats." 
Chief of Engineers, who, in turn, bucked the trivial mat- Snagging was accomplished from an especially construct-
ter all the way to the Secretary of War. ed boat with an "A" frame and winch at the forward end. 

The District Engineers usually received a lump-sum The crew attached lines to the stump, tree, or other ob-
appropriation for navigation operations, and allocated that struction and the object was winched free. If practicable, 
money so that it could be efficiently utilized. The District snags were removed to out·of-the-way locations, but often 
Engineer could expect little help and no advice from the the objects were merely turned loose and allowed to float 
Chief's office in Washington. It was the District Engineer's on down the river. 
recommendations that were relayed to Congress for con- The snag-boats worked their way up river by ·'cor-
sideration. Those requests often were for more and better delling." In cordelling, two crewmen loaded 1,200 feet tow-
snagboats. Only occasionally were they concerned with a lines into a skiff, and a third crewman rowed upstream 
demand for anything approaching a major program. to secure the lines to large trees on both banks. The snag 

While snagging was not only the major concern of the boat was then pulled upstream by means of the winch. The 
Corps, it was the most beneficial. As an example in 1882, winch was usually powered by a steam engine, but some 
when the Corps reported operations on the Saline River, it were operated by hand. 
was reported removing 466 stumps and snags, 5,633 over- Mr. Harmond Black had a typical snag boat career, 
hanging trees, and girdling another 236 trees on the banks. starting out as a dishwasher ($40 a month), and moving 
On the other hand, the loss of a packet and cargo repre- up to deckhand ($70 a month). It was strenuous work, yet 
sented a loss of $15,000 to $75,000 for the owner, and was filled with satisfaction and frequent horse-play. The Cap-
often the ruination of a small company. Even so sinkings tains were stern task masters and often assumed the re-
were routinely expected. One shipper in the year lost five sponsibility for the education and morals of the young 
of his six steamboats. In 1887 the President of the Mem- crewmen. Captain Ansell read the rules to them, but also 
phis, Vicksburg, and Arkansas City Packet Company was read the Bible to them. 
so elated at having lost no boats during the year that he In the 1890's the completion of various railroad spurs 

Snag boats worked their way upstream by cordelling. Crew- the lines to large trees on both banks of the river, allowing 
men would row 1200 feet of towlines in a skiff and secure the snag boat to be winched upstream . 

. ~-,---- . ,''''---.-X-''-
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along the Arkansas began to have a serious effect on river 
traffic. Railroad bridges at Little Rock and Fort Smith 
disrupted regular river commerce. The Secretary of War 
approved the Fort Smith bridge at the urging of the citi· 
zens of Fort Smith and Van Buren, who considered the 
railroads of greater value to them and their cotton crops. 

Regardless of the trend, Captain Taber continued to see 
the future of the Arkansas River in terms of ever increas· 
ing importance. In 1887 he wrote, "The future of Little 
Rock seems bright in connection with the Arkansas River. 
When the vast acreage of the Indian Territory is brought 
under cultivation its products must go this way. That al· 
ready well known and fertile state of Kansas will find 
Fort Smith or Little Rock its nearest water outlet." 

Captain Taber also noted that Pine Bluff was safe 
because of the permanent improvements he had in­
stalled. "The town has taken on a new life, street railways, 
new water works, and a fine hotel," all secure behind the 
point . which had been most dangerous until then. He felt 
that his three-year study proved that "the State of Ar· 
kansas will ere long rise many files in the rank of States, 
and public improvements will return manifold their cost 
in material benefit to the entire State." 

Captain Taber devised ways to stretch his appropria­
tions, such as using boxes of sand as ballast for his dikes, 
but his constant plea was for more appropriations for 
snagging. In 1891 he felt that the Arkansas River could be 

. cleared of all existing snags and obstructions within three 
" years, and that the unobstructed conditions of the~ river 

would invigorate river traffic. He said that cotton could be 
carried "25 to 50 cents cheaper per bale by water." 

Taber never had a chane"e to see if his ideas would 
hold, because Congress could not give him the financial 
support he wanted. He was expected to improve the river 
with an appropriation of only $470 per mile, whereas his 
lowest estimates showed a necessary expenditure of $14,000 
per mile. 

To support Captain Taber's plans, the city of Little 
Rock created a Board of Trade. A "river convention" met 
in Little Rock attended by bankers and merchants who 
gave vocal support to their featured speaker, Captain 
T~ber, but it produced no more success thal1 did Taber 
allime. I 

." " In 1892 Captain Taber suggested that fixeff points be 
set and work be entirely completed between these points 
on the river, as opposed to the small projects being under­
taken in a number of places. Without waiting for specific 
authorization, Taber began to fix these points and to work 
toward these specific goals. 

The Panic and Depression of 1893 wiped out his hopes. 
It was not the nature of the Government in the 19th 
century to respond to depressions by creating or augment­
ing public works. Congress did not reduce river expendi· 
tures, but neither did it i"ncrease expenditures as Taber 
had hoped. 
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In 1894 Captain Carl F. Palfrey succeeded Captain 
Taber who by then was in poor health. Though only 44 I 

years old, Taber died within a year, but his vision and his 
aggressiveness inspired his successor. Within a few months 
Captain. Palfrey was echoing the requests of his predeces· 
sor in almost the identical phrases. 

In 1895 the Corps decided to explore the feasibility of 
maintaining a five-foot channel upstr.ea;1'lil from Little 
Rock. The existing effort was only for a two-foot channel. 
In a stretch of 21 miles of river marked off above Little 
Rock, the District attempted to increase the depth by di­
verting river flows between dikes and revetments. The crisis 
of low water in 1897 hampered the Corps efforts. The chan­
nel depth dropped to 1.4 feet - only .4 of a foot higher than 
it would have tried to maintain under the established free 
flow system. Unfettered in her will, the Arkansas River 
scoffed at the effort and rose to flO<!ld levels the next year 
(1898). Her raging currents wiped out the experimental 
works, leaving the stretch as nature would form it. 

Captain Palfrey remained in the District less than a 
year, being succeeded by Lieutenant W. L. Sibert. Sibert, 
later a leading figure in the construction of the Panama 
Canal, eagerly accepted the challenge of the Arkansas 
River, but like Taber found his efforts were restricted by 
Congress' limited funds. 

The flood of 1898 was only the first of several major 
floods to wreak havoc in the District. At the time, the 
Corps was not so deeply committed by Congress to the con­
trol or elimination of floods, for floods, like deprefl/ili'pns, 
were considered acts of God, best handled by God. Levees 
were the responsibility of private citizens or townships, and 
the Corps was only a concerned bystander. Of course the 
floods did reinforce the urging by the Corps for a more 
comprehensive river control program. 

Before the flood had run its course whole families had 
been wiped out, Van Buren was under water trum six to 
ten feet in depth, Argenta (now North Little Rock) was 
partially .submerged and the current was so strong that 
steamboats could not make headway against it. The Dis­
trict did send one of its boats, the Beauregard captained 
by Lieutenant Sibert, down the river to Pine Bluff, to render 
assistance to tliose stranded people. Upon arrival Lieuten­
ant Sibert found Fifth and Sixth Streets completely under 
water and the; 'j"permanent" improvements of former Dis­
trict Engineer Taber swept away and well on their way 
toward New Orleans. Pine Bluff was once again vulnerable. 
Sand bars blocked channels and new snags became firmly 
anchored in the stream bed. Congress, confronted with the 
Spanish-American War, felt that all domestic problems, 
especially in the wilderness of Arkansas, were secondary. 

It was a victory to have Congress agree, under those 
conditions, to the creation of a Board of Engineers charged 
with the task of examining and surveying the Arkansas 
River once again, and to submit a plan to Congress for 
permanent improvements on the river. At the same time, 



further expa nsion of se rvices by r a ilroa ds a ttracted tra ffic 
away from some rivers . Th e Dis trict withdrew its snag 
boa ts from lesser tributa ries in cluding th e Current Rive r 
in Missouri , the (Grand ) N eosho Rive r in Okla homa, and 
the upper r eaches of severa l others. 

Despite r a ilroad diffi culties during infrequ ent times of 
high wate r , their a dva nta ges a nd competitiven ess drove 
the steamboa ts furth er into retirem ent. One of th e most 
profitable legs of the rive r tra ffic , from Little Rock to 
Memphis, w hich offe red daily service be tween the two 
cities , was finally a b a ndoned in 1910. Th e old St. Louis, 
Iron Mounta in a nd Southern R a ilroad (now the Missouri 
Pacific) , in the face of higher freight cha rges, was con­
sidered the most effi c ient alte rnative. Since river traffic 
was essentially a passenger and freight business, the con­
cept of barge traffic did not excite mu ch interes t a t that 
time. 

In 1898 the District w a s placed in the ch a rge of Captain 
H. C. Newcomer, who h e ld the r e ins for a f ew months, then 
was replaced by Lieutenant Robert M cGregor, who as­
sumed the duties for a full tour (1899-1901 ) . Lieuten a nt 
McGregor had the pleasant t ask of a nnouncing tha t a con­
tra ct for the construc tion of the Choc taw a nd Memphis 
railroad bridge had been awa rded to the McGhee, Kah­
mann Compa ny of K a nsas City . 

The projects along the Arka n sas River were b a dly in 
n eed of r epairs. Little was done by the Dis trict in 1899 
because of financi a l probl em s . All new proj ects on the 
White River were suspend ed for fear that they might 
cause cha nges in the ch a n nel - cha nges which might 
necessita te expen s ive construc tion modifications in the pro­
posed White River lock s a nd da m s . There was a growing 
concern tha t Congress would not pass a ny rive rs and 
harbors bill in the forth coming year, a rumor tha t s t emmed 
from a s ta tem ent by Representa tive Burton, Cha irm a n of 
the Rive rs a nd Harbors Committee. 

The District had hoped tha t in 1900 it would begin 
construction on the lock and dam projects on the White 
Rive r, but difficulties in g etting the n ecessary land caused 
the work to be de layed another year. The Dis trict con­
tented itself with routine sn a gging and dredging. It also 
made some repairs to dama ged works ca used by the great 
flood of 1898 on the Arka n sas River. The flood h a d caused 
ext ensive destruction a t Greathouse B end. The river w a s 
threatening to change its course and w ash a way the im­
provements w hich the Engineers had intended to protect 
Little Rock. Inadequa te a ppropriations compounded the 
gravity of the situation. But nature seem ed to hav e r e ­
lented. In this ins tance, the B end held even though " little, 
if any, r eal progress tow ard the desi.red end" was m a de. 

The District did t a k e a major step towa rd the desired 
end when it insta lled water ga uges a t s tra tegic locations 
on the various rivers in Arkansas. A running tabula tion 
of river levels gave the Dis tri ct Engineer concret e infor­
mation he needed for pla nning future flood control and 
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n aviga tiona l works. 
In 1901 the District cha nged comma nds. Captain Charles 

L . Potte r held the appointment one month then in April , 
Capta in Graham D. Fitch assumed command. 

Th e year was occupied w ith sn a gging, dredging, and 
a ccepting delivery on its ncw s teel-hulled s nag boat, 
Arkansas The sn a g boa t w a s especially usefu l due to 
rela tive ly low levels of the rive rs , but had to suspend its 
opera tions w he n fund s beca m e depl eted . During the n ext 
few months four s teamboat s w e re sunk by sn a gs. River 
Ca pta ins spared f ew words in commenting on th e pa rsi­
mony of Cong ress . The excurs ion boa t Dan /anrile carried 
on a lu c ra tive bus iness by m a inta ining its ope ra tions close 
to Li t tle Rock , a nd by offe ring excurs ions to "churches, 
Sunda y schools , mystic a nd c lub soc ieties." 

Th e fin a n c ia l pi cture did not improve. In 1902 Capta in 
Fi tch h a d to d iscontinue s na gging opera tions on the 
White, a nd h e r eported th a t fiv e ba rges - one quarte r 
boat, a nd tw o scow s ·- were condemn ed during the year. 
He w a rn ed th at unless a ppropriati on s w ere in c reased, the 
activ ity of the Dis tri c t would be confined to care of prop­
e rty w it h no sn agging be in g don e on a ny rive rs . H e did re­
port tha t t he princi pa l com m erc ia l ope ra tion on the White 
Rive r was th e lumbe r industr y. Even though tha t business 
w a s in c reasing ra pidly, som e lines- pa rticularly the N ew­
port a nd Memphi s P ack et Compa ny we re w ithdrawing 
from the White becau se th e Enginecrs could not k eep the 
rive r c leared. 

To a dd to the disaste r nature aga in la id h e r will on the 
Arkansas River. Instead of sending a raging torrent down 

District Offices were located here in 1900 at Ninth & Center 
Streets in Little Rock, the present site of the Arkansas Power 
& Light Company offices. 



the channel, it withheld rainfall shrinking what used to be 
a majestic river to a muddy and sandclogged stream. 
River commerce, already badgered by accumulating snags, 
had its problems compounded by abnormally low water. 
The dry year exposed more snags and sand banks and 
reduced the navigation channels to impossible shallow 
depths. 

The "disastrous drought" began in April 1901 and lasted 
until February 1902, bringing with it financial ruin to many 
and placing whole communities under the care of chari­
table organizations. 
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It was many months after normal rainfall had resumed 
in the valley before the Arkansas River regained its nor­
mal flows. As late as December 1903, the editor of the 
Arkansas Gazette could report that the river was then at 
the lowest stage recorded in many years, where it was 
"in some places not more than 3 feet deep." He reported 
three boys wading across the river below Little Rock, and 
said the water "did not come up over their knees." Cap­
tain Fitch's attache doubted the story, but he did concede 
that it might be possible to cross the river in a buggy. 

If nothing else, the drought had the salutory effect of 



getting money from Congress, for the Corps was able to 
resume full-time snagging operations in 1903, and to let 
contracts for repairs to revetments a t Red Fork and on the 
White Rive r. Captain Fitch said tha t while work was con-

· tinuing on Locks and Da ms Nos. 1 and 2 on the White 
[River, it was slow and expensive. In his official report, 
· Capta in Fitch noted that river traffic was diminishing in 
the face of increased railroad competition , and in the 
report concurred with the recommendation to discontinue 

, the White Rive r projects. 
Nature emphasized the distraught condition of the En­

gineers working on the White River by carrying away a 
complete set of gates from Lock No.1, and washing away 
an earthen section. Despite these setbacks, L ock and Dam 
No. 1 was functioning by the end of 1903, and work was 
well under way at Lock and Dam No.2. T ypical of the 
r nagging problem of insufficient funds, these expenditures 
· were recorded for the operation of L ock and Dam No. 1 
for the year: 

Wages of one lockman, 6 months, at $50 ...... $300 
L abor (service) 90 days at $1.50 135 
Lights and fuel, 6 months at $10 60 
Redredging after the Spring ................. .. 80 
Miscellaneous supplies .... .. ..... .... 25 

Total ...... . 

Dam No. 1 was built in the m a nner of the day: 
Large timber cribs, constructed from trees that were 
felled near the site and shaped into 16" x 16" timbers. The 
cribs were floated into position, filled with rock, sunk, a nd 
capped with concrete. It was the work of m en a nd muscles, 
but it accomplished its purpose. P eriodically a section would 
wash away, but such an occurrence was expect ed as a 
matter of r outine. The missing section would be repaired 
promptly in the same way that it had been built originally. 

The White River dams had not been constructed for 
flood control purposes, but rath e r for navigation. Many 
local citizens resented that fact, and complained when the 
dams disappeared under flood waters as they we re designed 
to do. Instead of having water release valves or gates, the. 
flood waters m erely welled over the top of the dams. Mr. 
John Morrow, Sr ., of Batesville, a politically active figure 
of the area and sometimes called the "Father of the White 
River Projects," expressed an often heard opinion when. h e 
said that the whole White River project was a disappomt­
ment to the local people. The dams did not control the 
floods and the locks wer e on the only part of the river 
that ~as navigable without locks. According to White 
River Captains and local citizens a long its banks, the most 
troublesome portion of the river was tha t between Newport 
and Batesville. Above Batesville the river tended to be 
narrower' h ence deeper and more navigable. 

The r~mainder of the White River project was aban­
doned but the existing locks and dams continued to oper­
ate until J anuary 1952, amid frequent rumors about 
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"blowing" the works. By the 1950's river traffic on the 
White had dete riorated to a few shell barges and rQck 
ba rges. The District sealed the locks, but left the dams in 
place. The city of Batesville was given Dam No.1, and h as 
utilized the small pool for city r ecreationa l purposes and 
as the site of the annual White River Water Carnival. 

Since World W a r II a whole new White River program 
h as been undertaken and completed. The n ew program has 
no apparent relationship to the first and has no part in 
navigation of the White. As a m a tter of fact , the n ew dams 
have precluded naviga tion of the upper White River 
stretches. The upstream reservoirs which control flood 
flows on the White River have revived ta lk about the im­
portance of navigation on that old commerce route. 

While the White River was so called because its waters 
were clea r, the Arkansas River was quite a nother m att er . 
In normal times on the Arkansas Rive r , tons of silt were 
carri ed past any given point every hour. In 1904 the 
Gazette r eported boa ts were tied up at the levee because of 
the "thickness" 'of the wate r - estimated to be a bout one­
third mud. The sediment caused the water to foam when 
pumped into the boilers and gauges and regula ting equip­
m ent could not function. Such a n extrem e condition did 
not often occur, the last was reported 11 years earlier . But 
the same condition a rose again in the following year du e 
to a flood on the sediment-filled Canadian River in Okla­
homa. Once again all steamboat navigation was suspended 
for about 10 days . 

In an effort to do something about the intolerable con­
dition of the water, sulphate of iron was added to it as a n 
experiment aimed at settling out the impurities in the 
river water. The expe riment must h ave indicated som e 
hope of success, for the Gazette noted that there was a 
general feeling that the wat er supply for s t eamboats would 
"return to normal" within a m atter of days. 

The abno rmally cold w inter of 1904-1905 brought a com­
plete halt to river traffic. For the first time in the m emory 
of the "old timer s" the Arkansas River was frozen over. 
At Little Rock groups of skaters cavorted about on the ice 
as the police issued its warnings. 

Little work was done on the Arkansas River in 1905, 
and indeed it seems to have been a year of introspection. 
The District Engineer reported that the works erected on 
the Arka nsas River for the permanent improvem ent of the 
s tream were of "no m ateria l benefit" to navigation sin ce 
they had been built in disconnected reaches of the river. 
There was less snagging work done on the river because of 
decreased importance of river traffic as railroads absorbed 
more of the commerce movements. The District Engineer 
contemplated n o new work and was a bsolutely negative 
about the possibility of reviving the White River Naviga­
tion Project. 

River traffic was in a dying state. Railroads not only 
took an eve r increasing a mount of traffic from the river , 
they a lso contributed to the decline of river traffic through 



Rock, January 1900: Steamboats C. B. Reese and 
Beauregard are moored along the bank with the Myrtle 
Corey coming upstream. 

the construction of numerous railroad bridges across the 
rivers. 

Those who derived a living from river traffic or who 
felt that it could not be abandoned, did not consider its 
demise inevitable. Regional Waterways Conventions were 
held to discuss the problem and to consider tactics which 
might restore governmental support to the sagging river 
economy. Locally, various cities along the major rivers· 
formed River Improvement Associations such as the Ark­
ansas River Improvement Association. The ARIA included 
representatives from Little Rock, Fort Smith, Pine Bluff, 
Dardanelle, and the Indian Territory towns. A National 
Rivers and Harbors Congress was held in Washington, in 
1906, petitioning for a Federal increase in waterways ex­
penditures from $20 million to $50 million. Local pressures 
were such that a man's election to Congress would hinge 
around his attitude toward Federal aid for river traffic. 
The Commerce Club of Muskogee, Oklahoma, made a trip 
down the Arkansas to Fort Smith to publicize the fact that 
navigation was still possible and feasible to that stretch 
of the river. 

In their anguish many river proponents b~lieved that 
the U. S. Engineer at Little Rock, Major Fitch, was being 
obstinate in not recommending more massive permanent 
improvements along the rivers. Major Fitch pointed out in 
vain, that such expenditures were not justified, the traffic 
situation was in a transitional stage, and that Congress 
would not appropriate funds for permanent improvements 
because the traffic was not, there anymore. This discon­
nected character of the existing permanent improvements, 
he said, would discourage further expenditures. 

Unwilling to accept any excuse, the river improvement 
associations in the District eventually persuaded Congress­
man Robinson to ask for the recall or transfer of Major 
Fitch. General McKenzie, then Chief of Engineers, refused 
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to consider it, saying that he would not be put in the 
attitude of removing a man for doing his duty. Even so, 
within a few days it was announced that Major Fitch, who 
had completed his normal tour of duty, would be trans­
ferred. The Gazette expressed the opinion that a more co­
operative and optimistic replacement might be found -
one who would "look with favor upon the efforts being 
made to secure improvement of the rivers and (one who) 
will cooperate with the citizens in securing the improve­
ment." 

Captain W. D. Conner, who replaced Major Fitch, could 
not change the decline in river fortunes, of course, and the 
situation continued to deteriorate. No new work was au­
thorized, and Corps' activities declined as commerce on the 
river shriveled. 

Some private individuals undertook projects designed to 
protect their own property. Harry Keatts and T. C. Brown 
contracted with the River, Rail and Harbor Construction 
Company of Jackson to protect about 1 mile of caving bank 
along their plantation. In 1911 the Little Rock Packet Com­
pany created its own construction company to deepen and 
straighten channels of the Arkansas River, and to prevent 
caving of banks. Among the interesting innovations would 
be the use of wicker basket dams, which allowed the water 
to run through while the sand and sediment were collected 
by the dam. The dams were anchored by concrete blocks. 
The wicker basket dams were not full dams laid across 
the river channel. They were more properly described as 
wing dams designed to force the river into a smaller chan­
nel and thus, make it deeper. The innovation was called 
the Kerr-Gabion system, from its innovators with the River, 
Rail, and Harbor Construction Company. It was recom­
mended as a practical system that could be used by farm­
ers who needed to do something about caving banks. It 
was a desperate solution to a nearly impossible situation .. 



By now Congress believed the decline of river com­
merce had so changed the benefit-cost ratio that nothing 
more than minimal work on the rivers was justified. But 
the great flood of 1912 restored interest in flood controls 
and river improvements. It was a national flood, over 
flowing the entire Mississippi Valley, the Ohio and the 
Missouri Valleys. The disaster was of such magnitude that 
it revived support for national improvements on the water­
ways, if ·only in the interest of preventing such future 
disasters. 

During the height of this flood, one eastern Arkansan 
observed hundreds of head of cattle and hogs floating 
toward the Gulf; Memphis was hard hit, with whole sec­
tions of the city under water. 

As the disaster mounted, Government aid was sought 
and obtained for the first time. Some Government engi­
neers were put in charge of strengthening levees, while 
others rendered great assistance in the transportation of 
food and tents to flood victims. On direct appeal from the 
distressed citizens, President Taft dipped into his emer­
gency fund to render more national aid. He also made a 
personal visit to the ravaged areas. 

It was the flood of 1912, then, that reoriented national 
interests back to the river. It was a different interest, 
however, for now the preoccupation with the river as an 

Arkansas River map books made from 1870 field notes and 
published in 1887. A. R. Traylor, Chief. Mapping Section of 
the Little Rock District, started his career in the Memphis 
District in 1928. 
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avenue of commerce and transportation was almost aban­
doned in favor of direct involvement in river improvel\lent 
and flood control. This was the first time that a President 
had included river controls as part of the goals of his 
Presidential administration. Simultaneously, individuals 
and private companies gladly relinquished the thankless 
and hopeless task of trying to maintain rivers through pri­
vate venture. 

The new emphasis on flood control went hand-in-hand 
with another national development of the period that Pro­
fessor Charles K. McFarland calls "an almost unconscious 
effort to regulate transportation and the construction of 
hydroelectric dams in the national waterways." The Gen­
eral Dam Act of 1906 had indicated the earlier concern 
with navigation as the nation's primary interest. It speci­
fied that a dam permittee had to be responsible for the 
construction, maintenance, and operation of locks and 
otner navigation facilities ordered by the Government; 
that such items had to meet with the approval of the Chief 
of Engineers and the Secretary of War. The rapidly de­
clining interest in water transportation, assisted by the 
flood of 1912, caused the Government to shift its primary 
interest to flood control and regulation of hydroelectric 
facilities, for there was no conflict of interest between flood 
control dams and hydroelectric dams. 

Various River Improvement Associations sought to use 
the disaster of 1912 to revive interest in navigation, and 
to call attention to their proposed programs. The Inland 
Waterways Commission, established by Congress in 1907 
and charged with the task of investigating causes behind 
the decline of river traffic, and making recommendations 
designed to reverse that process, was beset by river com­
merce proponents. The Little Rock Chamber of Commerce, 
through its secretary C. C. Kirkpatrick, asked the Federal 
Government to take charge of and permanently maintain 
all levees along navigable rivers. 

Public pressure increased as the full extent of the flood 
losses became known. The Memphis District of the Corps 
of Engineers announced that over 7 million acres of land 
had been covered by the flood. As usual, Pine Bluff was 
being washed away in great chunks as the river slammed 
into the bluff and carried off portions of the water front. 

By June of 1912, a Flood and Drainage Conference at 
Chicago was calling upon both the Democrat and the Re­
pUblican parties to include planks in their political plat­
forms to provide for flood control. In December Congress­
man H. J. Jacoway proposed that the commercial interests 
of Oklahoma and Arkans~s unite themselves to make their 
demands more successful \while there was great national 
concern over flood damage's. He said that "Popgun appro­
priations" would not do, that Congress must realize that it 
would take $25 million per year to develop the Arkansas. 
He noted that the decline in river traffic had resulted in 
the increase of freight rates from 23 cents a pound in the 
1870's to 69 cents per pound in 1912. 



Though there was a new awareness of the need for 
flood control it would be a mistake to assume the reme­
dies were immediately obtained or even urgently pressed. 
In 1913 Congress appropriated only $6 million for improve­
ment of the entire lower Mississippi River and only $48,000 
for the improvement of the Arkansas. Both sums were 
pitifully inadequate. Another national flood in 1913, only 
somewhat less serious than the flood of 1912, served to con­
firm the need for legislation. It did not succeed in gal­
vanizing Congress into major legislation. 

In early 1914 there was apparent excitement over the 
.prospect of relatively large Congressional appropriations 
to improve rivers, but the Newlands Bill as it was reported 
out of committee required that local communities put up 
more than half of the cost for. the construction of protec­
tive levees, and a substantial portion of the funds for 
necessary revetment work. This disclosure was not too 
depressing since communities were accustomed to footing 
all the expense of levee work and considered the Newlands 
Bill an expensive concession. 

Senator James P. Clark suggested that the appropria­
tion would be more secure ·if river traffic showed more 
signs of vitality, so various communities along the Arkan­
sas River began to promote a campaign to put more boats 
in the river. H . F. Auten, President of the Little Rock 
Packet Company explaining that the State had lost five 
woodworking factories because of excessive freight rates, 
urged businessmen to put their boats in the river and to 
use them. "The Government will not waste its money on 
a river that is not in use," he said. The Little Rock Board 
of Trade claimed to have rec~ived many letters indicating 
cooperation in the venture and campaigned to persuade 
the Senate to pass the Rivers and Harbors Bill. 

The outbreak of War in Europe dashed any hope for 
Congressional support. Congress immediately cut $18 mil­
lion from the River and Harbors Bill as an "emergency 
war relief measure." The isolationist Senator Burton from 
Ohio, filibustered in vain against the cut. 

As the war stretched into years, however, it would 
prove to be a catalyst for river development rather than 
an impediment. Regardless of the poor condition of the 
rivers for navigation, more and more traffic was carried 
on the rivers. Railroad car shortages had become acute. 
The astonishing amount of cargo transported on unim­
proved rivers made most Congressmen aware of river 
potential. Local organizations redoubled their efforts to 
get more traffic on the river while they had the initiative. 
In the space of a week, the Little Rock Chamber of Com­
merce secured pledges for 10,000 tons of cargo to be 
shipped annually if the Corps would improve the Arkansas, 
and within a few days the tonnage pledges had risen to 
18,000 tons annually. The meetings of the Board of Engi­
neers were attended diligently by all concerned parties. 

As though to refocus attention on the need for river 
control, another serious flood swept the Mississippi Valley 
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in 1916 at the same time the flood waters were trying to 
drain out of the Arkansas Valley. The result was disastrous 
flooding, submerging the lowlands of Lincoln, Desha, Drew, 
Chicot, and Ashley Counties in Arkansas. The levee at the 
state prison farm broke, and the prisoners were evacuated. 
Flooding on the upper part of the river was also wide 
spread with refugees from the bottom lands in Oklahoma 
taking refuge at Fort Smith. 

In 1917 Congress enacted what the Corps considers the 
first major flood control legislation, when it authorized an 
appropriation of $45 million for the execution of plans of 
the Mississippi River Commission for control of floods. The 
funds were put at the disposal of the Secretary of War, and 
were to be expended only as approved by the Corps of 
Engineers. It was expected that the money would be used 
to provide for construction of levees in the Mississippi 
Valley. The substantial supporting vote for the bill, 40-15, 
belied the difficulty with which its supporters had dealt 
in getting its passage. Many prominent Senators, including 
Robert M. LaFollette and William E. Borah, had voted 
against the bill. Senator King shouted that the idea of 
making waterways navigable was "iniquitious beyond ex­
pression," while Senator Borah reversed an earlier position 
by pleading for ' the conservation of funds for the war 
effort. 

In something akin to a mood of optimism, the Corps of 
Engineers announced that a complete survey of the Ar­
kansas River would be undertaken as a preliminary mea­
sure toward a river improvement program. The work was 
to be done under the direction of Henry Fox, United States 
Assistant Engineer. At the same time, Senator Joe T. 
Robinson was informed that the War Department was 
officially abandoning further improvements on the White 
River. In the Department's . estimation, navigational bene­
fits were insufficient to justify the cost of more improve­
ments. The Corps would continue to maintain the three 
existing locks and dams, even though the rotting timbers 
of the locks were leaking. The pools could only be operated 
below normal levels. 

No major Corps activities were begun in the Little Rock 
District during World War I, yet if the participation of 
the United States in the War had dragged on for any 
sustained length of time such work would probably have 
received urgent priority. As it was, the national interest in 
river improvement died as soon as hostilities ceased. War­
ren Harding campaigned on a program of "Back to Nor­
malcy." The unfortunately normal moribund and waning 
state of river commerce was reassumed. Regardless of 
efforts of river-town Chambers of Commerce, the Govern­
ment withdrew its support for further river improvemerits. 
Once again the Little Rock District funds were restricted 
to only necessary snagging. 

The new policy of withdrawal and retrenchment caused 
the Little Rock District's functions to be moved to Mem­
phis April 27, 1921. 



Six Interim Years 

Abolishing the Little Rock District as an independent 
district in 1921 had little local effect because the reduction 
of Corps activities has already been decreed. The Chief of 
Engineers, Major General Lansing H. Beach, explained 
that the characteristics of the Arkansas River were such 
that the only way to derive real benefit from the river was 
through expensive continuous revetment ~ and contraction 
works, and dredging. River traffic that existed did not 
warrant investments fo! a massive program. He conceded 
that snagging operations should be sufficient to maintain 
barge traffic at its existing levels. 

Even flood control, except as associated with hydro­
electric facilities, was an area of responsibility that the 
Federal Government was turning back to local citizens. 
Local Levee Boards, financed by its citizens, tried to 
assume the burden of maintaining levees, but of course 
most citizens did not concern themselves with the levees 
except during times of flood. During an emergency the 
State resumed its contribution of convict labor, and most 
citizens preferred to rely on emergency procedures to 
handle emergencies. Also as a result of past experiences 
communities assumed that the Federal Government, 
through the Corps of Engineers, would step in during criti­
cal situation's. This confidence was not misplaced. During 
the flood in the Memphis-Vicksburg District in 1922 the 
War Department contributed 5 million sand bags as well as 
tents and other supplies. 

Since the Corps of Engineers maintained control of 
rivers deemed navigable, it continued to exercise its re­
sponsibility on the Arkansas, White, Black, Current, Red, 
St. Francis, and L'Anguille Rivers within the present day 
District. Among the unusual problems which the Engineers 
faced and solved in 1922, was the sudden growth of algae 
in the Arkansas River. The water of the Arkansas had 
become too clear, promoting the growth of algae which was 
normally inhibited by muddy water. The Corps handled the 
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problem by putting bleaches in the river. 
Another problem arose in 1923, when a 23,000-gallon 

vinegar storage vat burst at Little Rock. The entire quan­
tity gushed into the streets and ditches and most of it 
made its way into the River with immediate effects on 
fishlife. The Engineers counteracted the vinegar by dump­
ing chemicals in the river which both preserved the use­
fulness of the city's drinking water supply and the lives of 
the fish. 

In the 1920's the first major interest wa.s stirred in har­
nessing the Arkansas rivers to produce hydroelectric 
power. In 1922 the Caddo Power and Electric Company 
petitioned the U. S. Water Power Commission to build 
hydroelectric dams across the Ouachita and Caddo Rivers. 
In :the very next year, the Dixie Power Company an­
nounced that it was preparing to construct three dams in 
the Ozark region; one on the White, one on the North 
Fork, and one on the Buffalo. Such visionary projects were 
a foretaste of things to come. The planners saw the dams 
as a multi-purpose asset to the area - hydroelectric power, 
flood control, and recreational use of the reservoirs - all 
things that have come to pass only in recent years. These 
ambitious projects were beyond the capabilities of private 
enterprise in an area of chronic impoverishment, yet it was 
the enlightened leadership of progressive men and com­
panies that eventually succeeded in bringing these improve­
ments to the area. As early as 1924, Arkansas' first major 
water power project was completed - the Remmel hydro­
electric dam. 

Government interest in control of hydroelectric facili­
ties had finally been resolved after two decades of contro­
versy. The Federal Water Power Act of 1920 broke the 
power deadlo'ck which had existed since 1901, when great 
technological advances in power and power transmission 
had made practicable a complex system of power distribu­
tion. The interim struggle had all but stopped water power 



Pile and stonefill dikes along the Arkansas River near Lower 
Greathouse Bend at Little Rock. June 1900. 

Willow mattresses being constructed in March 1900 were 
used to protect river banks from erosion. 

development in navigable rivers, but had irrevocably es­
tablished the authority of the Federal Government to regu­
late the exploitation of water power. The Federal Water 
Power Act of 1920 established the Federal Power Commis­
sion, consisting of the Secretaries of War, Interior, and 
Agriculture. The Federal Power Commission was given 
exclusive authority to issue licenses for construction of 
hydroelectric facilities. In 1916 Senator Ransdell suggested 
a National Waterway Commission to be composed of the 
same three officeholders plus three civilian engineers. The 
proposal, made at the Rivers and Harbors Congress held 

'in Washington in that year, had received serious considera­
tion but was not acted on at the time. 

In 1924 the Memphis District Engineer reported that 
commerce on the Arkansas River was at an all time low, 
with lumber operations accounting for 95 percent of the 
traffic. Further, he said that it appeared the only other 
group deriving any benefit from the continuing river 
maintenance were those employed in that (river mainte­
nance) work. 

How much land was caving into the river and being 
swept into the Mississippi delta? In the late 19th century 
the Corps of Engineers estimated that for every mile of 
river above Little Rock approximately 2 acres of land was 
sloughed off by the river. Below Little Rock the river 
claimed even more, an astounding 8 acres of land per mile 
of river. Of course there had been attempts to stabilize a 
bank at specific areas, as where the river was eroding into 
a city as at Pine Bluff. Also, banks were stabilized where 
bridges, trestles, dams, and harbors required that the river 
remain in a predetermined channel. It was a new trend 
for the Corps to think of protecting less vital areas by bank 
stabilization methods. 

Bank stabilization was a developing science. Employees 
of the former Little Rock District worked on matts made 
of woven willow trees and branches. B. M. HuddI,~ston of 
Mountain Home, who had begun to work for the Corps in 
1920, remembers cutting willows and weaving those willows 
into matts to be anchored to an unstable bank. He recalls 
that he and his partner had to pull a skiff some 2 or 3 
miles upstream to find a willow grove, cut them, and haul 
them back. They were being paid only for the actual time 

Willow mattress is laid on the Arkansas River at Little Rock 
in 1900. 



they spent in the cutting. Weaving of willows was an art, 
he said, and one in which both hands and clothes would 
take a tremendous punishment. The matt joints were se­
cured with wire, and the combination of wire, splinters, 
heat, humidity, and mosquitoes mad~ one confident that 
he had earned his $60 per month ($90 base pay, less $30 
for subsistence>. 

The men lived on the river in what was called a "quar­
ter boat," usually a retired snag boat or tow boat that had 
been converted into a floating barracks. The old A. D. Allen 
was typical: Built in 1902, it was used as a snag boat until 
the 1920's, then converted into a quarter boat. It remained 
a quarter boat until the late 1930's. Superstructures of 
quarter boats, especially the living quarters, were con­
structed as a unit so that when old hulls rotted the super­
structures could be unfastened and lifted onto other usable 
hulls. 

The willow matts worked for surprisingly long periods. 
Once the woven matts were anchored to an endangered 

bank and dirt and other fill materials were thrown over 
the matts, nature took its course to cause other trees a.nd 
saplings to grow up through the matts anchoring them 
mqre firmly. If nature permitted the matt to stay in place 
long enough for growth to "take root," it performed its 
function for years and even decades. When R. L. "Shorty" 
Baird first started to work in the Memphis District for the 
Corps in 1929, his crew dug up a mattress at Helena. The 
matt had been placed there in the late 1800's, and was still 
well preserved and still functioning as originally intended. 
The key to the life of a mattress was its exposure to air; 
the more air exposure, the shorter the life of a willow matt. 

Mattresses were also constructed with woven boards 
when willows were not available, but boards were more 
expensive and did not last as long even under ideal con­
ditions. 

The next development in bank stabilization following 
willow and board mattresses, were dikes and trenchfill 
revetments. 

Driving pile on the Arkansas River at Lower Greathouse Bend near LiHle Rock, March 1900. 
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CHAPTER IV 

The Flood of 1927 

If the flood of 1912 can be considered an event which 
focused national attention on the problem of flood dam­
ages, then the disastrous flood of 1927 might be consid­
ered a retribution for the Nation's procrastination. Start­
ing in January unusually heavy and constant rains began 
to swell the rivers of the entire Mississippi valley. By 
April the unrelenting rain had soaked 31 states and two 
Canadian provinces with do~npours totalling 250 cubic 
miles of water - enough to cover the entire area with 
over a foot of water had it been spread evenly. Even after 
absorption and evaporation more than 60 cubic miles of 
water had to find its way to the Gulf. It was estimated 
that half of Arkansas was under water, with all the rivers 
having gone out of their banks and small streams becom­
ing raging rivers. At Little Rock the Missouri Pacific Rail­
road placed 14 cars of rock ballast on its Baring Cross 
bridge to keep it weighted in place. The furious torrent 
swept away both bridge and cars. 

By April 19 there were 3 feet of water in the North 
Little Rock business district. At Newark the entire business 
district was inundated and the light plant was shut down 
for several days until a sandbag dike was built around the 
engine so that water could be pumped out of the engine 
and generator room and power production be resumed. At 
Pine Bluff 500 persons were marooned on a bridge north­
east of the city, while one woman within the group gave 
birth. Reports were that the people enlivened their spirits 
by singing the hymn, "Shall We Gather At the River." At 
Arkansas City the people were chagrined to find that 
while the levee held, the water from upstream poured into 
the town behind the levee raising the water level in town 
4 feet higher than on ·the river side of the levee. 
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Further down the Mississippi, at Ferriday, Louisiana, 
the switchboard operator claimed that a porpoise swam 
into her office and put the board out of commission by 
splashing a stream of water on it. 

Inland seas were formed over farm lands, and it was 
possible for sidewheelers to leave the river bed and steam 
boldly across flooded fields and even over inundated tree 
tops to rescue stranded men and animals. A herd of fat 
steers was seen struggling against the current while being 
carried down the Arkansas, only to disappear. Two mules, 
harnessed together, struggled to high ground. 

Aside from the pathetic animals that were sw~t down­
stream, 50,000 dead animals had to be burned 'or buried 
after the waters subsided. Senator T. H. Caraway of Arkan­
sas hinted that administrative skullduggery was partially 
responsible for the terrible losses, because, he said, Secre­
tary Hoover had not followed the recommendations given 
by the Corps of Engineers to the Coolidge Administration. 

The Federal Government responded as best it could to 
this overwhelming disaster. President Coolidge sent Secre­
tary of Commerce Herbert Hoover to set up a special Flood 
Relief Headquarters at Memphis. With all railroads out of 
commision, most trestles and bridges out, and even com­
munication largely disrupted, the Corps of Engineers was 
used in every possible way. Secretary Hoover organized a 
flotilla of 40 river steamboats to rescue men and animals, 
and 50 million grains of quinine were distributed in the 
seven-state area. 

The Chief of Engineers, Major General Edgar Jadwin, 
established temporary headquarters in Memphis to work 
with Hoover as closely as possible, and in the situation 
advocated once again a system of flood control, not 
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1927 Flood of the Arkansas River poured waters into stores 
and homes on East Sixth Street in Little Rock. 
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merely temporary works which might or might not protect 
a small area. General Jadwin said that aside from the loss 
of life and property damage due to unusual floods the 
Mississippi River, during each normal year, carried off 
about a cubic mile of rich top soil. This was equivalent to 
3 inches of top soil from 13 million acres of land. 

Formulating ideas which had been developing for some 
time, General Jadwin proposed a plan which took form in 
the Flood Control Act of 1928, an Act which became known 
as the "Jadwin Plan." 

The Jadwin Plan, as implemented by the Flood Control 
Act of 1928, was a comprehensive plan of levee extension 
and augmentation along the Mississippi. This basic plan 
was extended to secondary rivers as a result of another 
great flood in 1936. Under the Jadwin Plan the Corps of 
Engineers was given the task of directing the flood con­
trol program along the Mississippi through the Mississippi 
River Commission. Local groups were asked to cooperate. 
With remarkable conservatism it was anticipated that the 
works would save the people involved some $8 billion dol­
lars, or a return of 5 dollars for every dollar invested. 

Those who had been directly affected by the disaster of 
1927 were determined·to keep the issue before the pUblic. 
The Pine Bluff Chamber of Commerce took the lead in 
organizing other municipal groups and interested farmers 
into the Arkansas River Basin Association. The Association 
immediately began to think in terms of a multipurpose 
project which would include navigation and hydro-electric 
development along with flood control. It was apparent 
even at this early date that those who were primarily 
interested in flood control would also have to· think in these 
expanded terms in order to gaill national support. 

The White and Black River Valley Flood Control As­
sociation held a mass meeting in Memphis to try and get 
a compromise program of Federal aid initiated. Among the 
more prominent people at this meeting were John Mor­
row, Sr., of Batesville and Douglas E. ("Dean") McClure, 
who was the Secretary of the Association, a salesman for 
the Oliver Supply Company, and a silver-tongued orator. 

Morrow made a good representative because he was 
typical of those farmers who had been hit most disastrous­
ly. Of the thousands of acres of bottom lanQs farmed by 
Morrow, less than 1 acre escaped inundation in the flood 
of 1927. Morrow and many other people believed that the 
White River held much more potential for navigation and 
power than did any other river in Arkansas, including t~e 
Arkansas. They would point out that the average fall m 
the river, from its source to Newport, Arkansas, was about 
4 feet per mile, but the fall from Newport to the mouth 
of the White was only about .4 of a foot per mile. It could 
be easily argued that the upper portions of the river were 
ideally suited to hydroelectric production and water .con­
servation while performing critical flood control operatIons, 
while the lower part of the White could still be utilized 
for navigation. 
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The immediate problem, however, was not hydroelectric 
power and navigation, but flood control. In arguing the 
need for some kind of comprehensive, Federal Flood Con­
trol program for the White River Valley, Morrow and Mc­
Clure pointed out that the farmers who sustained financial 
disaster during the flood of 1927 were in no position to 
underwrite the cost of flood control, even in part. The 
farmers had no credit and no money, and if the Govern­
ment could not guarantee adequate flood control over 90 
percent would have to abandon their farms and homes 
within a six-month period. 

The Association's plan and recommendation revolved 
around the construction of a series of dams at the foothills 
of the Ozarks, indicating a true appreciation of the source 
of their flooding problems. The railroad interests which 
had also absorbed fantastic losses were also present at the 
Memphis meeting, and were quick to second the proposal. 
Major F. B. Wilby, the U. S. District Engineer, officially 
noted the practicality of the plan, but told the press that 
anyone who advocated control of floods by upstream meth­
ods, as opposed to downstream (levee) control was a 
"damn fooL" 

At a similar meeting held by the Arkansas River Flood 
Control Association, at Little Rock it was brought out that 
losses from the flood of 1927, on the Arkansas River alone, 
would exceed $43 million, exclusive of the millions lost by 
the three major railroads in Arkansas. All levees between 
Fort Smith and Little Rock had been breached. 

The 1920's ended on something of a vague note of op­
timism. In his report for 1929 the District Engineer could 
only hope that some meaningful activity would be under­
taken on the rivers in Arkansas in the future. There were 
national interests and promises of serious consideration of 
multipurpose projects. The note of optimism collapsed with 
the financial collapse of the stock market in October of 
1929. As the nation staggered under heavy financial losses, 
the goal of flood control suddenly seemed less important. 
Thirty billion dollars were lost on the market in 3 weeks. 
This man-made disaster seemed to have washed the na­
tional vitality out to sea as surely as the mighty Missis­
sippi had washed the nation's topsoil out to sea in 1927. 
The most urgent national need became economic controls 
- not flood controls. 

The mid-depression years were marked by two new de­
velopments: the · initiation of litigation from private prop­
erty claims arising as the result of Corps activities, and 
Presidential advocacy of river and harbor work as an un­
employment relief measure. 

In September of 1931 the Mississippi River Flood Con­
trol Association noted that the Jadwin plan had resulted in 
the loss of considerable amounts of private property as the 
levees had been set back in some instances and in others 
the newly constructed levees were containing backwater 
thus rendering certain lands useless. The Association pro­
posed a plan of owner-compensation, plus Federal reim-



bursement of funds expended by local levee boards in 
repairing damage caused by the flood of 1927. 

Compounding the problem of private property vs. public 
interest was the controversy over the fuse plug levee vs. 
the controlled spillway. In the first instance the levee 
would be so designed that if the entire levee or a critically 
important portion of the levee was about to give way, 
then a lesser important part would give way instead and 
thus relieve the pressure in the critical area. The con­
trolled spilIway is actually little more than a sophisticated 
version of the fuse plug levee. A levee is constructed with 
flood gates that can be opened to relieve pressure into 
an area where the river will cause less damage. One was 
less costly to construct, but was a little more capricious 
and involved repairs once used. The other was consider­
ably more expensive to construct initially, but was more 
dependable and ordinarily needed no repairs. 

The property claims worked their way up through the 
courts until finally the United States Supreme Court 
agreed to hear the so-called "Kincaid case," from Monroe, 
Louisiana. A Federal District Court in Louisiana and a 
Circuit Court of Appeals in New Orleans had ruled that 
the Government could not take land for floodways without 
compensation, and questioned the legality of the Jadwin 
Plan. The Jadwin Plan, as previously mentioned, had in­
corporated some private land in its program, but made no 
provision for compensation to the owners of such land. The 
Government was authorized to pay only for the land used 
in the actual construction of levees. In a surprise move, it 
was the Corps of Engineers which requested the Supreme 
Court to hear the case after the lower courts had ruled in 
favor of the landowners and the decision had been sus­
tained in the appeals court. 

In February, 1932, the Supreme Court reversed the 
decision of the "Kincaid Case," saying that landowners 
could not claim damages merely because their land might 
be flooded. The court did hold, however, that damages 
could be awarded once the property had been affected, and 
at the same time the Court said that owners of land in 
certain specified major spillways could sue and claim dam­
ages on the basis of condemnation. The distinction· made 
by the court was made on the basis of whether land might 
be affected only occasionally, or whether there was a more 
constant threat. 

The effect of the court decision was to end the con­
troversy over fuse plug vs. controlled spillway ·by bringing 
a halt to work on all spiIlways. Money was not available to 
purchase the thousands of acres of land which might be 
affected by spillway functionings. 

To clarify the problems of compensations and legal 
responsibility, the Mississippi River Flood Control Asso­
ciation sought a Federal Bill which would provide compen­
sation for flowage rights and at the same time require 
that all floodways be well defined and confined. 

The House Flood Control Committee unanimously adopt-
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ed a resolution authorizing the Corps of En"gineers to 
review the Jadwin Plan, and agreed on a measure author­
izing the Federal Government to pay for the expense of 
setting back, extending, or relocating levees along the 
Mississippi River. Local levee districts would stiIl be as­
sessed with the responsibility for the rights of way of the 
levees. The issue of floodway compensation was bypassed 
for the moment. 

The second major development of the mid-depression 
years involved a rather astouding concession from Presi­
dent Hoover. The President was a staunch believer in na­
tional strength and "rugged individualism," and as such he 
was confident that the nation would work itself out of the 
depression into which it had fallen. However, as the de­
pression wore on President Hoover came to accept some 
premises that were totally new to the Presidency and more 
often credited to the later "New Deal" administration of 
his successor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, i.e., the concept 
that the Federal Government could and should create jobs 
to help ease the disastrous unemployment situation. 

Historically this concept had been around for some time, 
going back to the Granger, Populist, and Progressive move­
ments, but no one could have ventured a predicition that it 
would be Herbert Hoover who would be left to the actual 
execution of such concepts. It was. 

In March of 1932, President Hoover made a personal 
appeal to Congress to pass a bill appropriating over $52 
million for river and harbor work, specifically designated 
as a measure to give partial relief to the unemployment 
situation. In the following year the President made an 
appeal for an additional bill appropriating $60 million. 
These measures were effective within their financial limi­
tations, but of course they were insufficient to have a great 
impact on the national economy. President Hoover could 
not bring himself to force people to comply with his pro­
grams, as Roosevelt would do later, consequently Hoover's 
program relying on voluntary compliance could not be as 
effective as that of his successor. 

Optimistic "Whistling-in-the-dark" continued during the 
depression years. The Mississippi Valley Association con­
tinued to promote the idea of an inland waterways devel­
opment while railroads opposed the idea. At a meeting of 
the Lower Mississippi Division of the Mississippi Valley 
Association, former Congressman Cleveland A. Newton, 
later an attorney for the Association, denounced railroad 
opposition, saying that water development should spur in­
dustrial growth and bring greater prosperity to both rail 
and water commerce. M. J . Sanders, the Director of the 
Association, condemned Congress for never having adopted 
"any intelligent, constructive policy" on river improve­
ment. William R. Dawes, President of the Association, 
tried to bring all transportation agencies into a united ef­
fort to achieve such a measure, but to no avail. 

Colonel Clarence B . Dougla s, past President of the 
Arkansas River Association foresaw barge traffic on the 



1927 Flood of the Arkansas River covered Main Street of 
Gillette, Arkansas. Gauge was 28.9 feet on April 27. 

Arkansas "from its mouth to Tulsa," and cannot now be 
criticized too severely if the goal was not reached in 5 
years, as he expected. John R. Fox, field secretary of the 
Mississippi Valley Association, also foresaw the develop­
ment of the Arkansas River into a navigable stream within 
5 years of 1931, but he erred greatly in estimaj;ing the total 
cost of the project at no more than $40 million. 

Businessmen from the Arkansas port cities made pe­
riodic trips on the Arkansas to reassure themselves that 
the river had not lost its commercial viability. -These men 
would report on the poor condition of the dikes and the 
possible disasters that would result from continued neglect. 
In one such inspection trip, John R. Fordyce noted that 
some of the dikes were originally built in 1895 and warned 
that if the dikes should fail in the next flood "the great 
river would squirm like a fireman's hose." 

The Governor was sometimes prevailed upon to send 
telegrams to the Chief of Engineers asking for a personal 
inspection visit. During one inspection visit the point was 
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well made when the inspecting engineer was stranded on 
a sandbar while inspecting the dikes and revetments near 
Little Rock. 

In about 1934 Representatives David D. Terry and John 
E. Miller began to promote the idea of an Arkansas Valley 
Authority, similar to the TVA. Congressman Terry's plan 
did not emphasize navigation on the Arkansas at first, but 
rather emphasized flood control and hydroelectric power 
on the White River. In February of 1934 Congressman 
Miller introduced such a bill in Congress but the bill got 
nowhere. Miller and Terry continued to fight for funds to 
develop the White and Arkansas Rivers, but Senator Jo­
seph T. Robinson seemed to be more concerned about 
construction of spillways. Once again uncontrolled or con­
trolled spillways became an issue. Senator Robinson reject­
ed both the Jadwin Plan <uncontrolled flood way) and the 
Ferguson Plan <controlled spillways) and supported in­
stead the so-called Markham Plan, which would have pro­
vided for a series of cutoffs in the river. 



p'roponents of an Arkansas River Navigation Program 
receIved a rather serious blow in 1934 when the Mississippi 
Valley Commission of the PW A filed a report which con­
~luded that there was no need for navigation improvements 
In the area because river commerce had dropped to 600 
tons of traffic in the lower river. Simultaneously the report 
held that there was very little need for development of 
hydroelectric power in the area. 

The Report brought immediate protests from all con­
cerned people. The editor of the Arkansas Gazette said that 
the report of the Commission could not be taken as a final 
word because the Commission had not made an exhaustive 
study and because the future of water transportation was 
too vital to be so lightly dismissed. 

As if outraged by the cavalier dismissal of its impor­
tance the Arkansas River began to swell ominously under 
pressure of a 3-day rain in March 1935 in northern and 
western Arkansas. Soon all streams and most of the rivers 
were out of their banks. The White, Black, Current, Little 
Red, Fourche, and St. Francis, as well as the Arkansas, 
turned into fluid battering rams smashing everything in 
their paths. Railroad bridges were again washed out, traf­
fic suspended in most areas, and telephone lines knocked 
down. For a while it was feared that this flood would equal 
or surpass the disaster of 1927: water was 12 feet above 
the Forsythe (Missouri) dam on the White River; the sus­
pension bridge over the Little Red River at Higden, Ar­
kansas, was washed out; boats were sent out to rescue 
people marooned in their homes at such diverse locations 
as poplar Bluff, Missouri, and Clinton, Arkansas, a CCC 
Bompany at Crowley's Ridge camp, west of Paragould 
worked desperately to reinforce the St. Francis River 
levee, but became stranded when the levee ga.ve way; 
Batesville employees of the Arkansas Light and Power 
Company made a heroic rescue of a family of five ma­
rooned on a White River island within sight of the city. 

The Red Cross, the National Guard, and the Corps of 
Engineers responded to the emergency. Major W. M. Hoge, 
the U. S. District Engineer at Memphis, announced that 
the crest had passed without quite reaching the dimen­
sions of the 1927 flood. Even so, the Red Cross announced 
later that almost 4,000 families had been forced from their 
homes. 

While the various river and flood control associations 
redoubled their efforts to obtain favorable legislation, a 
new association was formed at Little Rock to get perma­
nent flood control, and to provide water power, navigation, 
and irrigation. The organization, called the Arkansas Valley 
Association, immediately dispatched telegrams to members 
of the Arkansas Congressional delegation urging them to 
bring House Document 308 to the Flood Control Commit­
tee. This all-important document was the keystone for the 
whole system of Arkansas River flood control. Through its 
spokesman, Fred A. Isgrig, an Arkansas plantation owner, 
the Arkansas Valley Association strongly urged that a 
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Little Rock Office of the Corps of Engineers be reestab­
lished. The Association, with Little Rock Mayor Overman 
as president and William Parkin, retired engineer of' the 
Memphis District as secretary, provided coordination to the 
various organizations trying to promote the goals of navi­
gation, hydroelectric power, and flood control. 

By mid-1935 the nation was regaining some of its lost 
confidence along "lith a fair start on economic restoration. 
The New Deal programs of Franklin Roosevelt were tak­
ing effect, and Congress was inclined to do those things 
which would put men to work on worthwhile objectives. 
The climate was right for consideration of House Docu­
ment 308. Furthermore, the Memphis District was at that 
time under the direction of Lieutenant Colonel Eugene 
Reybold, a man who could appreciate the consolidating 
effect of a comprehensive program of flood control, hydro­
electric power, and navigation, and a man who realized 
that massive programs would necessitate the restoration of 
the Little Rock District. By mid-1935 the Memphis District 
was already becoming ponderous with the expansion of 
Corps activities and personnel. There were 131 engineers 
and related professional, 734 semitechnical employees (in­
spectors and clerical workers), 1,000 skilled laborers, and 
850 unskilled laborers on the Memphis District payroll, 
without bringing in new and extensive projects. There was 
some overlapping of duties between the Corps of Engineers 
and the Mississippi River Commission in the matters of 
flood control and navigation. The situation was not cha­
otic as the President of the Mississippi River Commission, 
General Harley B. Ferguson, was also the Division Engi­
neer. Colonel Reybold and General Ferguson agreed that in 
the interests of efficiency of operations - especially if 
House Document 308 were made into law and the activi­
ties were initiated - the Memphis District would have to 
be subdivided. The Arkansas Valley Association, which 
had the adoption of Report 308 as its goal, took on the 
related goal of securing at least a field office in Little 
Rock. 

Although navigation was deemed important, and hydro­
electric power considered worthwhile, it was flood control 
which occupied the center of the stage more often than 
not, as the existence of so many flood control associations 
would testify. Even individuals were prone to propose 
flood control measures. John R. Fordyce, the civil engineer 
from Hot Springs, suggested that a dam be built from 
Country Club ridge to Big Rock Mountain across the 
Arkansas River to protect Little Rock and North Little 
Rock from floods . A Colonel Walter -E. Winn objected 
strongly to Fordyce's plan, telling Congressman Terry that 
such a dam would "wipe out Levy, North Little Rock, Lit­
tle Rock, and most of the southwest part of Pulaski 
County." 

Colonel Winn, as an alternative, proposed a levee sys­
tem composed of five miles of earth levee on the north 
bank, and four miles on the south bank. Colonel Winn, as 



certain other prominent people, did not believe that flood 
control through upstream methods was practical. He did 
believe, however, that small dams could be built on small 
streams or rivers for the purposes of power, irrigation, and 
recreation. 

By June of 1935 the Arkansas Valley Association had 
come to an interesting compromise with the Government. 
The city of North Little Rock agreed to furnish surveyors 
to layout proposed levees on the north bank in the vicinity 
of the old Rock Island roundhouse to Big Rock, and to 
protect the Lincoln Avenue area. The 154th Observation 
squadron of the Arkansas National Guard agreed to pro­
vide aerial photos, and preliminary engineering work was 
to be initiated by a group of engineers from the Memphis 
District, with Captain H. Kramer in charge. Colonel Rey­
bold, the Memphis District Engineer, explained that no 
funds had been authorized for construction of such works, 
but intimated that funds might be obtained through a 
Works Progress Administration (WPA) program. The 
urgency of the situation stemmed from the belief that the 
Arkansas River was about to revert to its old river bed 
along the Rock Island tracks on the north side of the 
river, a situation which the Corps of Engineers denied but 
could not guarantee to the satisfaction of the citizens of 
the area. The WP A did appropriate $750,000 to help repair 
the levees and dikes which were destroyed or damaged in 
the recent flood, and the reinforced levees brought peace 
of mind to the citizens. 

In the meantime Congress was still considering the 308 
Report. It reached the House as H .R. 345 and provided for 
authorization of $62,415,000 to be spent on systems of dams, 
reservoirs, and other flood control projects on the Arkan­
sas, White, and St. Francis Rivers. The total bill called 
for an expenditure of some $125,000,000 in a six-state area, 
with the area of the Little Rock District receiving almost 
half of the appropriation. Mayor Overman of Little Rock, 
in his dual capacities as Mayor and as President of the 
Arkansas Valley Association, called for the public to pres­
sure Congress to pass the Bill. John A. Fox, field repre­
sentative for the Mississippi Valley Commission, told the 
Arkansas Gazette he was astounded at "public indifference 
over the proposed appropriation." He said that he found no 
enthusiasm at such places as Dardanelle, Clarksville, and 
Morrilton, where improvements were planned, or even at 
Blue Mountain and Nimrod where reservoirs were planned. 

Mr. Fox may have overstated this indifference in an 
a ttempt to arouse more expressions of public support. 

While Congress pondered the Bill, Mayor Overman of 
Little Rock, as the President of AVA, asked the Arkansas 
legislature to consider forming a four-state compact with 
Missouri, Oklahoma, and Kansas, which would proceed if 
necessary, with an Arkanas River improvement program 
of its own. Mayor Overman hoped the Federal Government 
would be more likely to act if the states made a show of 
enthusiasm and initiative. 
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Greater Federal interest and promotion came in 1936 
when the basic Flood Control Act of 1928 Was extended to 
include the entire nation, and the navigation mission re­
mained the responsibility of the Corps of Engineers. For 
the first time levee construction and maintenance as 
well as flood control and channel clearing, was to be' the 
burden of the Federal Government rather than the joint 
burden of the local citizens assisted by the Government. 

Local efforts had been prohibitively expensive to al­
ready depressed citizens, and the benefits had been too 
often temporary or even negligible. The uncoordinated 
efforts of several communities could and did tend to can­
cel each other, or aggravate conditions downstream. With 
the Corps of Engineers as the planning, coordinating, and 
engineering agency, whatever improvements undertaken in 
the future considered basin-wide general effects rather 
than local interests only. 

Legislation alone, however, was not sufficient to control 
the rivers. Once again in 1937 the Mississippi River went 
on a rampage and flood water backed up into eastern Ar­
kansas creating another disaster. In January and Febru­
ary the river crested, driving people out of their homes 
and villages, forcing livestock to swim for higher ground, 
and bringing out the Red Cross, the Corp of Engineers, 
and other Army elements. Some described the disaster as 
"the greatest crisis in the history of the Mississippi Valley." 
Visiting dignitaries arrived to inspect the damages. WPA 
Administrator Harry Hopkins toured the flooded area, ac­
companied by Major General E. M. Markham, Chief of 
Engineers. 

The supporters of flood control lost no time in demand­
ing flood control action; Senator Bennett Champ Clark of 
Missouri met with flood control advocates at St. Louis and 
condemned the existing methods of handling flood prob­
lems as "a national folly," while charging Congress with 
seeking only "to1i:en solutions" to very grave problems. 
At the same time a Dr. J. Russell Smith was writing an 
article entitled "Plan or Perish," in which he concurred 
that the flood of 1937 had once again demonstrated the 
need for new and more comprehensive plans of flood con­
trol. Dr. Smith went beyond the other cities in asking 
flood control responsibilities be placed in the hands of 
civilians, rather than the Corps of Engineers, as he pro­
fessed to see a possible conflict of interest between the 
civilian and the military. Though the fears of Dr. Smith 
never came to pass, he expressed the apprehension of the 
period. 

The flood of 1937 also revealed that the Memphis Dis­
trict, reaching to the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains, 
was too vast to properly dispatch its greatly increased 
scope of responsibilities. The Corps of Engineers reacti­
vated the Little Rock District. As reorganized, the area 
taken from the Memphis District included the Red River 
Basin above Fulton, Arkansas, the Arkansas River Basin 
above Pine Bluff, and the White River Basin above George-



Floodwall at North little Rock on the Arkansas River. 
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town, Arkansas. The boundaries of the re-created Distr~ct 
were larger than those of the original District, and Its 
new responsibilities were greater. 

The Little Rock District included the watershed of the 
Arkansas River from Pine Bluff to the Rocky Mountains. 
It extended into Oklahoma, Texas, Kansas, Colorado, and 
Missouri as well as Arkansas. The immediate projects were 
not nearly so complex or massive as they were to become, 
nor for that matter was the concept of Corps responsibility. 

The District Engineer for the reestablished District was 
Lieutenant Colonel Stanley L. Scott, who assumed com­
mand of those projects of the Memphis District which were 
within the boundaries of the Little Rock District. The bulk 
of the inherited operations were snagging, dredging, and 
minor repair work. The only "permanent" projects on the 
Arkansas were the works at Little Rock and Pine Bluff. 

A handful of employees arrived in Little Rock in the 
spring and summer of 1937. The original employees who 
opened up the new District in the temporary quarters at 
Second and Scott Streets, in Little Rock, were Miss Dora 
Pasink, Earl R. Martin and his wife, Roberta, H. C. West, 
E. D. Blakney, W. H. Esslinger, and Dewey Pierce. As late 
as 1968 three of the original seven were still active in the 
District Office, but with the retirement of Miss Pasink, 
in 1968, and the death of West in March of 1969, only Earl 
Martin remained as the last of the original group, as the 
Purchasing Agent for the District Office. 

\ 

\ 

\\ 

River support groups like the Arkansas Valley Association 
kept needed flood controls, navigation and hydroelectric 
power plans before Congress. 
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The temporary quarters were located three flights up 
in the old Board of Trade building. The District's first 
Executive Officer, Captain Lester Rhodes, a West Point 
graduate, had preceded the arrival of his staff by only a 
few days, but the District had arranged for the remodeling 
of the old Gay Company building on Third and Broadway, 
and within a few weeks the offices were transferred to 
the Gay Building. The District remained headquartered at 
the Gay Building until the present structure, the new Fed-

,eral Building, was built some 34 years later. 
Mr. H. G. Bozarth transferred to the Little Rock Dis­

trict from Tucumcari, New Mexico, arriving only 7 days 
after the original group had set up office. As Personnel 
Officer, Mr. Bozarth would see the number of employees 
surge from approximately 15 at the time he arrived, to 
some 6,000 people during World War II. 

Most of the early employees were selected people who 
were transferred from other Corps Districts to give the 
Little Rock District a cadre of experienced personnel. 

Among the other early arrivals in the District were: 
Kathrine B. Simmons, junior stenographer, who arrived on 
July 13, 1937; Claude E. Mayo, surveyman, who arrived on 
July 16; and Thelma S. Townes,. under clerk, who arrived 
on July 20th. These twelve mentioned people, plus 140 
others, faced the immediate task of moving ana estab­
lishing the new District. 

Among the first tasks facing the District Engineer was 
to get under construction some sorely needed projects, 
work which the 1937 flood had made all the more obvious. 
As to be expected, levees were first on the list, but there 
was also the construction of floodwalls. 

The floodwall projects, particularly for North Little 
Rock and Newport, constituted the first new projects of 
this type for the Little Reick District, but from its very 
inception the District looked to the authorization and im­
plementation of the Jadwin Plan of levees to extend into 
the District and the projects outlined in the famous 308 
Report. The 308 Report had not recommended any proj­
ects for construction but it served to present a powerful 
set of facts and figures to Congress to prove the need for a 
comprehensive system of flood contro~ navigation, power, 
and irrigation for the Arkansas River, the White River, 
and their tributaries. 

The Report had noted that the total drainage area of 
the Arkansas was an awesome 160,500 square miles -12.8 
percent of the entire Mississippi watershed. The Arkansas 
River flowed some 1,450 miles from its sources in the 
Rocky Mountains to the Mississippi, and in its uncontrolled 
state the river runoff at Little Rock fluctuated from less 
than 1,000 cubic feet per second to as great as 830,000 cubic 
feet per second. 

The Chief of Engineers, Major General E. M. Markham, 
transmitted information compiled by the District Engineer, 
citing prospective tonnage and revenue savings which 
would accrue from the construction of a 9-foot channel. 



Sailing is one of the many activities enjoyed by visitors at 
well.maintained District lakes. 
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Clearwater Dam on the Black River near Piedmont, Missouri. 
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Clearwater, Nimrod and Blue Mountain Dams 

The Flood Control Act of 1938 authorized the construc­
tion of Clearwater Dam on the Black River, southwest of 
Piedmont, Missouri ; Nimrod Dam on the Fourche La Fave 
River, near Ola, Arkansas; and Blue Mountain Dam on 
the Petit Jean River, near Waveland, Arkansas. In 1940 
preliminary work had begun at all three sites. Land ap­
praisals and acquiSitions of right of way proceeded accord­
ing to plan in these areas. 

The Clearwater D am became a casualty of World War 
II, even though the project was clearly in construction 
when the war started. The dam was to be an earth-filled 
project, designed for flood control a nd recreational pur­
poses alone, and as such did not warrant a national pri-

Government Village, Clearwater Dam. 
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ority rating. Still, by 1942 work had proceeded to the point 
that the concrete-lined tunnels, designed to carry the w a t er 
to the outlet below the dam a nd the gate towers had been 
completed. The order to suspend operations for the dura tion 
carried with it instructions that the improvements were to 
be mainta ined so that the project could be resumed after 
the war. Following the war construction on the project 
was resumed a nd it w a s completed in September 1948. 

The Clearwater Dam spans the va lley for a length of 
4,225 feet, with a m aximum height of 154 feet above the 
streambed. Ove r 5,500,000 cubic ya rds of fill material w ent 
into the m aking of the dam. The reservoir had a total 
water storage capacity of 413,000 acre-feet. 

Relocated Chitwood Cemetery, Clearwater Dam. 



Nimrod Dam on the Fourc'he La Fave River near Ola, Arkansas. 

When World War II broke out, construction was already 
underway at the Nimrod site, and being a relatively small 
project, it was decided that the project should be com­
pleted. By 1942 concrete pours were finished and the proj­
ect became operational as the waters slowly began to back 
up into the reservoir. In comparison to the major dams, it 
was a small project, with a height of only 97 feet above 
the streambed, and a conservation pool shoreline of only 
77 miles, but it controls a drainage area of 680 square 

32 

miles above the dam, and contains a flood-control pool of 
307,000 acre-feet. Also, aside from the usual fishing, swim­
ming and boating. activities, the normally unflooded areas 
of the flood control pool were set aside as a State duck 
area. Although the dam has been operational since 1942, 
construction of administrative buildings and general clean­
up operations were not completed until after World War II. 

The third of these three minor dams was, the Blue 
Mountain Dam on the Petit Jean where construction was 



Blue Mountain Dam on the Petit Jean River near Waveland, Arkansas. 

also halted by the war emergency. Like the Clearwater 
project, the Blue Mountain Dam was designed as an 
earthen structure with a concrete-lined tunnel for dis­
charge of floodwaters. Construction started in 1940 and 
paralleled that that of Clearwater Dam. By 1942 the outlet 
works and tunnel had been completed. Construction on this 
project was halted in 1943. Much work had been completed 
on the construction of the spillway and embankment, and 
acquisition of lands was well advanced. Maintenance of 
the unfinished project was also provided in the order to 
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suspend, consequently_when the Blue Mountain project was 
resumed in 194.6 it took but a few months to bring it to 
completion in June 1947. The dam was shorter and lower 
than the Clearwater Dam, being 2,800 feet long, with a 
maximum height of 115 feet above the steambed. Accord­
ingly, the earth fill amounted to some 1,600,000 cubic yards, 
and the total water storage space in the reserVoir pool 
was 258,000 acre-feet. During the 19 years between its 
completion and the statistical report of 1967, the dam had 
contained 134 floodflows in the Petit Jean River Basin. 
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Arkansas Post National Monument displays a stone taken 
from the ruins of an old bank building built at Arkansas 
Post in 1839. 



CHAPTER VI 

Surveying 

Early survey crews had to drink for survival, if noth­
ing else, for their survey work took them into the land of 
whiskey stills, a land of hostile suspicion and even sudden 
death, especially for strangers who worked for the Govern­
ment and did not drink~characteristics of "Revenooers." 
Hostile farmers could and would become friendly, hos­
pitable, and generous once they were convinced that survey 
crews were associated with the Corps of Engineers - not 
the Revenue Department. Every once in a while survey 
crews were likely to stumble upon a still. They were aware 
when a still was being tended, or at least being watched, 
thus they had to follow a careful and regular routine of 
shouting back and forth to make certain that farmers 
could hear them coming and be assured they were a survey 
crew. If no one appeared immediately when they un­
covered a still, they sat nearby and talked loudly about 
how they wished they had a drink, or. how they might 
have to drive back into town for a drink. Eventually, 
someone would usually come out of the brush, rifle or shot­
gun in hand, and offer them a drink. On one occasion a 
member of a crew was captured, stripped, and "near hung" 
until the natives decided to take him back to camp to 
confirm that he really was with the Corps of Engineers. 
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One of the many problems encountered in surveying is 
to discover an original survey to be in error, making every 
piece of land in the vicinity improperly described. One old 
survey showed the North Fork of the White River to flow 
up over the top o'f a 300-foot bluff, travel for about a mile 
and a half in a southeasterly direction, make a U-turn, 
come back over the bluff, and reenteJ; its normal course. 
Obviously a good portion of the county had improper land 
descriptions based on this survey. Normally it would have 
taken about 3 years to rectify the confusion, but Norfork 
Dam had been placed on a priority list because of war 
time (World War II) needs. The situation had to be set­
tled immediately so that the basin could be cleared for the 
reservoir that would soon begin filling. 

The Little Rock District made an accurate resurvey 
and had a hearing in the U. S. District Court at Harrison, 
Arkansas, where landowners testified as to what land was 
theirs. Having established proper ownership of the land, 
the Corps of' Engineers purchased the basin land and soon 
it was under 200 feet of water. 

Similar problems of ownership erupt when rivers me­
ander and change courses, requiring resurveys before bank 
stabilization work can begin. 



The World War II Years 

In 1938 the Little Rock District was handed its most 
ambitious and comprehensive task in the authorization of 
the Flood Control Act of that year. This Act authorized a 
comprehensive system of dams and reservoirs, primarily 
in the White River drainage basin. A total of six dams 
was authorized in the original Act, all to be primarily for 
flood control but many to be so constructed that hydro­
electric features could be added later. This large program 
was just getting underway when the United States entered 
World War II, nevertheless some elements of the system 
were completed. The exp~nsion of the Corps of Engineers' 
capabilities in preparation for this task placed the District 
in position to prosecute its wartime activities. 

By 1941 the Little Rock Dis~rict had expanded its per­
sonnel to about 900, and its facilities took up the entire 
Gay Building, three floors of the Professional Building, 
a Mapping Section at 307-09 Broadway, and a warehouse at 
Fourth and Spring Streets, in Little Rock. 

In 1940 the District had begun preliminary work on the 
Clearwater Reservoir on the Black River near Piedmont, 
Missouri. After land appraisals and acquisitions of right-of­
way were underway, heavy excavation work was done, and 
foundation explorations were being carried on, beginning 
in May. 

In the same year the temporary construction buildings 
and shops were largely completed for the Blue Mountain 
Dam and Reservoir on the Petit Jean River near Wave­
land, Arkansas, and for the Nimrod Dam and Reservoir 
on the Fourche La Fave River near Plainview and Ola, 
Arkansas. In addition, clearing and excavation work was 
also in progress at Nimrod, with construction estimated at 
2 percent at the end of 1940. At Norfork, plans for the con­
struction office and shop were substantially completed 
along with the dam access road and the construction rail­
road. While no construction was actually started, the prep­
arations for the construction plans and specifications were 
estimated at 60 percent complete. 

Mapping, surveying, foundation exploration, and the 
compilation of land 'ownership data were carried on as 
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part of the operations for flood control in the White River 
Basin, but snagging and dredging operations dominated 
improvements on the White River in 1940. The usual levee 
and drainage work proceeded throughout the District, but 
the emphasis and central interest lay with the projects of 
the comprehensive system of dams and reservoirs. 

In December of 1940 Lieutenant Colonel Stanley L. 
Scott, District Engineer, was replaced by Major Thomas 
F. Kern. 

Decisions were being made in 1941 to discontinue cer­
tain civil works projects because of the imminence of war. 
Construction proceeded on the Blue Mountain and Nimrod 
projects, and bids were taken on the Norfork Dam. 

Beginning in 1941, military work began to take on ever 
increasing importance. The following is an account of the 
creation of a warfare training camp north of Camp Rob­
inson, near Little Rock: 

"A mimic warfare camp' of 39,500 acres north of Camp 
Robinson near Little Rock to train people in new methods 
of warfare is well under way thanks to the local engineers. 
Acquisition of this land was a very complicated task. Long 
hours of field work identifying property lines of tracts 
and estimates of their respective value, hours of office 
work typing lease forms and invoices, and personal ne­
gotiations with the owners of the land were necessary. 
These activities were "down the alley" of the U. S. Engi­
neers, wise in the ways of leasing and purchasing lands 
for levees and reservoirs, but there was also a human prob­
lem - the virtual uprooting of more than 1,200 persons 
from their homes, some from homesteads occupied for 
generations by their families. New locations had to be 
found for them as the Army needed the land by February 
1st. 

"The Engineers were in charge of leasing the land. 
They have always advocated the purchase of such land, 
but since they work under the War Department regulation 
that prevents the purchase of such lands, these had to be 
leased. Captain John R. Crume, in charge of the land 
section, directed the work of leasing the land. 



"Crews wol'king in the Norfork Land Reservoir area 
were called to Little Rock and 16 parties composed of two 
men each spent ten days identifying and recording the 
properties. Four appraisers from the Little Rock District, 
aided by two from the Tulsa District and two from the 
Vicksburg District appraised the land. They gleaned out 
the smallest details about everything - conditions of fences 
and the number of chickens. All improvements were pho­
tographed so that they might be restored if they were 
damaged during the lease. 

"A crew of Government stenographers worked one 
month preparing the leases and final reports. All the in­
habitants were moved. Their new homes may not have 
been as comfortable as their old ones, but some of the new 
farmlands were mor~ productive. 

"The Engineers reported that none of the people 
minded the move as long as they could help their country 
in its war time need. No more than fifteen families were 
forced to move farther than 60 miles from their old 
homes. Thirty out of 32 Polish families in the town of 
Marche found places near their church. The major question 
asked by all of these displaced persons, however, had to 
do with the time when they would be permitted to return 
to their old farms." 

The Army wanted that particular land because it was 
similar to European terrain where the soldiers were ex­
pected to fight. The Army announced that the soldiers 
were to learn new methods of warfare that Adolph Hitler 
had used and which had been used in the Spanish Civil 
War in the 1930's. 

Nominal work continued on the Blue Mountain and 
Nimrod projects throughout 1941 and 1942, but major 
emphasis was on military projects and installations after 
the entry of the United States into World War II. This 
gr.eat burst of activity was both a tribute to the capabili­
ties of the District and a symbol of the national emer­
gency. District strength quickly expanded from about 900 
people to a war-time high of over 6,000, including key 
civilian construction personnel who were drafted and given 
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military rank to expedite the military construction pro­
gram. 

Of the majQr peacetime projects, only Norfork Dam was 
given a military priority, because of the anticipated need 
for hydroelectric power. By 1943 the dam itself was in op­
eration, and the power-producing facilities were being 
rushed to completion. In 1944 the power facilities were 
completed, but only after borrowing a generator from Fort 
Peck, Montana. 

n was late in 1942 when the boundaries for military con­
struction of the Little Rock District underwent a tem­
porary wartime expansion to include all of Arkansas and 
the northern part of Louisiana to a point as far south as 
Camp Claiborne, near Alexandria, Louisiana. Under the 
vigorous and exhausting leadership of men like District 
Engineer Colonel Alex M. Neilson, both time and men were 
strained to maximum efficiency. Architectural engineering 
firms assisted in planning and construction, and other 
"outside" help was employed extensively during the war­
time emergency. 

The expanded District constructed aircraft training 
schools near Stuttgart and Newport, Arkansas. Many of 
these had several satellite fields; six camps such as Chaf­
fee and Robinson; two supply depots ; two internment 
camps; six ordnance plants, two Japanese relocation cen­
ters, at Rohwer and Jerome, and the Pine Bluff Arsenal. 
An Arkansas rice field was converted into an airfield in 
4 months. 

District and Corps pride was high during this period of 
response to national emergency. Colonel Neilson was re­
spected and admired by his staff. When he transferred to 
the Southwest Pacific in November 1943, many members 
of the District went with him. In the Pacific area Colonel 
Neilson commanded an Engineer Boat-Shore Regiment, 
and participated in landings in the Pacific area from New 
Guinea to Leyte. 

The Arkansas River did not allow itself to be forgotten 
during the war years, but rather drew to itself a large 
amount of attention as a result of two major floods - one 



in the spring of 1943 and another in the spring of 1945. 
The flood of 1943 was particularly destructive. At Fort 
Smith the flood crest was nearly 4 feet higher than any 
previous flood crest, and the Arkansas valley was inun­
dated by rising waters and destructive currents. The bank 
stabilization projects which had been pattially initiated 
and maintained under the Flood Control Act of 1941 were 
wiped away, and once again the painfully inadequate works 
of men had been erased in a capricious moment of nature. 
Because the District was mobilized for war, it was able to 
respond to this natural emergency. Over 19,000 troops 
drawn from the Arkansas National Guard, Fort Chaffee, 
Camp Robinson and Livingston, were placed into combat 
against the rampaging river. Unbreached levees were re­
inforced or heightened, new levees were hastily thrown 
up, stranded citizens were rescued, or provisioned, and 
communications were augmented. At the height of the 
flood emergency German and Italian prisoners of war were 
used to help. These prisoners, under supervision of the 
Corps personnel, performed well. There was one tense 
moment when 200 prisoners of war were poised to escape, 
but calmed down when their guards bristled. 

On another occasion two prisoners of war ran down 
the levee, but apparently changed their minds. During the 
flood fight most prisoners were too tired to thillk of escape. 
There were some individual acts of heroism among them. 
During the 1945 flood, a German prisoner of war, discov­
ering a small break in a levee, lowered himself into the 
torrent to impede the flow of water until the -sand bags 
could be brought up. 

As had been the case in the past, the great destruc­
tiveness of the floods served to bring the problem of flood 
control to the attention of the nation. This caused Con­
gress to act to prevent future disasters of this type. After 
the flood of 1943 Congress authorized the Corps and the 
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Secretary of War 'to spend up to $10 million in the flood 
areas of the United States, as conditions dictated. 

These floods, and the war, also served to rejuvenate an 
interest in control of the Arkansas River for navigational 
purposes. Civic organizations and leaders, political figures, 
and newspapers began to pressure Congress for a compre­
hensive plan which would , stabilize the banks of the river 
and restore it to a dependable state for navigation. They 
hoped that the immense wartime energies of the nation 
could be channeled into a gigantic peacetime project to 
control and regulate the Arkansas River. The end of the 
war brought with it an end to wartime spending. In the 
immediate post-war years Congress responded to demands 
for economy. 

The immediate problems confronting the District at the 
end of the war were the same as faced by the nation­
demobilization. The prisoner-of-war camps and certain mil­
itary installations were phased out quickly, while others 
were eased out more slowly. The District itself was con­
fronted with returning personnel who had a right to expect 
their old jobs, and yet it was vastly over-staffed from the 
war effort. It was difficult for the Personnel Branch to 
reduce the number of employees from about 6,000 to per­
haps 1,000, and at the same time accept old employees back 
from the war into their previous jobs. 

The key civilian personnel who had been drafted re-
turned to their jobs without any problems; , 

After the war the Mobilization Detachment was spon­
sored by the Little Rock District to strengthen the District 
Offi,ce for other emergencies .and at the same time allow 
the District to reduce its civilian personnel strength. The 
unit was staffed to replace almost all of the key personnel 
of the District except the District Engineer. It remained 
intact for the next two decades, finally disbanded when 
the possibility of another national emergency seemed im­
probable. 



Dam Site Recreation Area at Greers Ferry Lake won a Merit Award from the Chief of Engineers in the 1970 Landscape Architectural De­
sign Program in the General Landscape Development category. The District had preserved the natural growth and rock outcroppings when 
laying out the camp sites. 

39 



Norfork Dam on the North Fork River near Mountain Home, Arkansas. 
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,,-,-,,CHAPTER 'VIlI 

Norfork and Bull Shoals Dams 
A Study in Economic Rejuvenation 

In North Central Arkansas 

In north central Arkansas the Corps of Engineers im­
pounded water behind the Norfork and Bull Shoals dams. 
The lakes have transformed the local economy from one 
of quiet desperation to one of prosperity and optimism. 

The dam on the North Fork, ·a tributary of the White 
River, was completed during World War II because of 
national need while construction on most domestic pro­
jects were halted "for the duration." It was rushed through 
to completion for its electric power production. 

Construction began on Norfork Dam in the spring of 

1941. It was one of the original six reservoirs authorized 
for construction' in the White River Basin in the compre­
h,ensive Flood Control Act of 1938. As originally authorized, 
power generation facilities were not included. At a meeting 
at Harrison, in 1940, a sizable group of citizens from the 
surrounding communities met to try to get hydroelectric 
power included as a project purpose. The Baxter County 
delegation wanted to pass a resolution which would have 
expressed solid opposition to any dam that did not include 
hydroelectric power production facilities. Fortunately the 

District Personnel used on the construction of Norfork Dam, February 8, 1941. 

41 



The south side of public square, Mountain Home, Arkansas, in the 1930's. 

Batesville delegation including the well-known John Mor­
row and his son, John Morrow, Jr., and Douglas E. Mc­
Clure, Jr.; was able to convince the assembly at large that 
such a resolution might be construed as general oppositio; 
to a dam. As events worked out, the citizens need not have 
been concerned about the electrical production. Shortly 
after construction was under way, Congress under the 
impending weight of probable war, authorized the installa­
tion of two of the four power generating units and one-half 
of the powerhouse as soon as the dam itself was in opera­
tion. 

The south side of the public square, Mountain Home, Arkan sas 1971. 

Why were the local communities so determined to have 
hydroelectric facilities? The answer is rather basic. Those 
areas were not adequately served at the time and the 
sparseness of population could not justify any expansive 
network of powerlines on the part of the private power 
companies. On the other hand, the population growth which 
usually came with the construction and completion of the 
dams and reservoirs could make it feasible for private 
power companies to move in. Some feared that the bene­
fit-cost ratio would not have justified Congressional ex­
penditure unless hydroelectric power was included. Pri-



Main Street, Mountain Home, Arkansas, in the mid 1930's. 

vately, most citizens would have accepted any Government 
project with open arms. Their local economy had been re­
duced to where the per capita income was $100-200. Des­
peration gripped the communities. Farms were being 
abandoned and communities were drying up. In Baxter 
County alone, during 1940, more than 600 small farms 
vanished, most to be reclaimed by mother nature in de­
fault. Any solution, even a partial solution to their eco­
nomic problems, was met with hopeful enthusiasm. 

Mountain Home, Arkansas, was to derive the most 
spectatcular benefit of the Corps project in the area, for 

Main Street, Mountain Home, Arkansas 1971. 

it was the largest nearby community, and was centrally 
located in relation to both Norfork Dam and its younger 
counterpart, Bull Shoals Dam. Still, few of its citizens 
could envision then the economic change which was to 
come to the poor agricultural community. The town itself 
symbolized the mood of the period; abandoned stores, few 
paved streets, and fewer improvements on those that had 
been paved, no new businesses or prospects of businesses, 
young people all moving away to better opportunities, and 
an air of decay. Chickens roamed the streets, the pigs 
rooted in the town square, however, neither seemed dis-



Public Square, Mountain Home, Arkansas 1943. 

turbed by wagons or dusty pickup trucks. 
Before the first shovel of dirt was thrown, or the first 

tree dozed down, the Mountain Home people knew that a 
new era had dawned. Government and construction per­
sonnel moved into the area, searching for housing and 
asking for provisions. Federal and private 'payrolls re­
versed the economic blood-letting which had been drain­
ing the area of its vitality. Even before construction of 
Norfork Dam was completed, newcomers and tourists had 
begun to supplant the town's transient prosperity with a 
permanent prosperity that has become characteristic since 
that time. Tom Dearmore, later Co-Editor of The Baxter 
Bulletin, located in Mountain Home, said that he quit his 
"low-paying" job at the print shop to take a job at the 
Norfork Dam for 30 cents per hour, "a fabulous common­
labor wage" for the area. 

Norfork Dam was completed in 1944, and as soon as a 
generator could be installed, the long-awaited electric 
powerplant was in prOduction. As with most wartime pro-

jects, the nonessential aspects of the structure had to 
await completion until after the war. Temporary switch­
yard structures, plywood doors in the powerhouse, and 
bare concrete walls characterized the new structure, but 
it worked, both in holding back the water and in produc­
ing electricity. History, of a sort, was being made. Norfork 
Dam is one of the oldest multi-purpose concrete structures 
built by the Corps of Engineers. Furthermore, the dam it­
self has attracted engineers from other nations to visit 
and inspect it and it has served as a model for subsequent 
projects. 

Once the Norfork Reservoir had filled, a new lake of 
some 30,700 acres, with a shoreline of 510 miles was 
created. The reservoir contains nearly 2,000,000 acre-feet 
of water, with a flood storage capacity of some 732,000 
acre-feet. This storage capacity enabled the Engineers to 
store floodwaters 26 times within Norfork Dam's first 
seven years, .;>reventing millions of dollars in flood damage 
and freeing the farmers downstream of their age-old fear 



Public Square. Mountain Home. Arkansas 1971. 

of floods. With this new freedom the ravages of many 
floods, abandoned farms on the downstream plains began 
to be reoccupied, although most of them by new owners. 

Shortly after World War II, the Corps of Engineers 
was able to begin work on the Bull Shoals Dam, located 
on the White River 10 miles west of Mountain Home, 
Arkansas. This dam was authorized by the Flood Control 
Act of 1941 for flood control, generation of power, and 
"other beneficial uses." Not faced with a national emer­
gency, the construction pushed along at a more normal 
pace. Construction was initiated in June of 1947, and com­
pleted in July of 1951, with commercial power generation 
commencing in 1952. 

The superintendent of the Bull Shoals Dam was Harvey 
Slocum, sometimes known as "Mr. Dam Builder." Slocum 
was an unrelenting hard-driver and perfectionist. During 
the construction of Bull Shoals Dam he had a house built 
right on the edge of the bluff. From his glassed-in front 
porch, he would sit during the night to watch operations. 
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Bull Shoals would be a much larger dam than Norfork, 
and in fact one of the larger concrete dams in the nation 
(5th largest at that time). It extended 2,256 feet across the 
White River Valley and contained over 2,100,000 yards of 
concrete. For its time the sheer magnitude required special 
procedures to handle the unusual problems: how to get 
that much aggregate to the site of the work. 

Slocum solved that issue by installing one of the longest 
conveyor belts to be used on that type of construction. 
The belt system consisted of 21 flights, varying in length 
from 600 feet to 2,800 feet. It transported 650 tons of aggre­
gate, per day at a speed of 525 feet per minute OVer a dis­
tance of 7 miles. The belt made possible a daily pour of 
6,651 cubic yard of concrete at the dam site. It was some­
thing of an engineering accomplishment, as each flight 
was powered 'by a separate motor of 75-125 hp. The entire, 
system was interlocked and automatic, so that a malfunc­
tion anywhere along the 7 miles of terrain and 14 miles of 
belt would cause the whole operation to halt until repairs 



Bull Shoals Dam on the White River near Mountain Home, Arkansas. 

had been completed. 
The many industries which have located h\ the vicinity 

cite labor supply, central location, or scenic environment 
as their major consideration in locating there. The role of 
outdoor recreation and retirement attractions have become 
unquestionable. 

In 1940 there were only 13 vacation resorts, cottage 
camps, lodges, hotels, and similar establishments where 
overnight accommodations for 108 people were provided in 
the area. By 1970 there were 300 such establishments with 
overnight accommodations for 8,339 people. In 1940 there 
were only seven restaurants, cafes, and public dining 
rooms in the vicinity, but by 1970 there were 83 such 
places. The number of persons employed in service trades 
or business in the vicinity had risen from 65 to 3,880. The 
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value of commercial boats, docks, motors, and all boating 
facilities has risen from $750 in 1940 to over $1,771,000. 

The assessed valuation of all taxable property in coun­
ties in which the lakes are located (Baxter, Boone, and 
Marion, Arkansas; Taney and Ozark, Missouri) has risen 
from $14,890,000 in 1945 to $76,397,584 in 1970. Finally, in 
1970 the Corps reported that over 5,885,000 visitors had 
come to the dam sites and reservoirs. 

In the ten-year period between 1960 and 1970 per capita 
income rose some 98 percent, and manufacturing payroll 
increased by over 337 percent, while deposits in the fi­
nancial institutions were up by 207 percent. Since 1960 
about 1,500 new industrial jobs have been created in Baxter 
County alone. 



Seven-mile long conveyor system supplied material from 
quarry to Bull Shoals damsite. December 1948. 
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Generator Floor in Bull Shoals Dam powerhouse. 



CHAPTER IX 

Table Rock and Beaver Dams 

In October, 1954, construction of T able Rock Dam, at 
Branson, Missouri, was begun. Beaver Dam had been au­
thorized a month earlier under the Flood Control Act of 
September 3, 1943. 

As with other Corps projects, these dams ha d a long 
history of proposals, refusals, counter-proposals, delays, 
despair, investigations, and political involvements. The 
Table Rock site ha d been unde r consideration for a hydro­
electric power da m as far back as 1901, when the town 
of Hollister, Missouri , had surveyed the site for that pur­
pose. When the Corps of Engineers entered the picture 
in 1928-31 in the midst of an economic depression, it m ade 
a negative decision for construction of a dam. The Corps 
of Engineers did report that the site was well suited for 
a hydroelectric dam, but a dded tha t existing economic 
conditions did not warrant F ederal expenditures or par­
ticipation. 

On the eve of the economic depression of 1929, the Em­
pire District Electric Company, a subsidiary of Cities 
Service, had purchased a site in the vicinity of the Table 
Rock site with intentions to construct a small hydroelectric 
power facility. The depression deferred their immedia t e 
ambitions, leaving only the hope of Federal participation 
for the loca l communities. The involved communities were 
well represented by civic minded leaders who were eager 
to devote their time, labor, a nd expenses in promoting such 
a project. Such people w ere Ben Albert Parnell, Sr., John 
P. Woodruff, a nd Lewis R eps of Springfield; Rex Allman 
from Forsythe, and Dr. Wiserman of Branson. They and 
others had coalesced into the White River Booster Asso­
ciation, a nd during the 1930's Ben Parnell made frequ ent 
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trips to Washington to keep the Table Rock project alive. 
Unlike the ' Mountain Home a rea to the southeast, the 

Branson area was not one of chronic economic depression. 
The a rea was already recognized for its fishing ,and dur­
ing normal times the community h ad a rather stable and 
modera t ely secure economy based on fishing a nd recrea­
tion, reinforced by agriculture. L ake Taneycomo ha d been 
created shortly after World War I as the result of im­
pounded waters r estrained by a privately developed power 
dam, and Rockaway Beach ' was probably the first resort 
to be built in the State of Missouri. The area was hard hit 
by the depression, but the economy began to recover its 
form er vitality as the Nation struggled out of its economic 
disaster. 

If the area did not have an a bsolute need for a dam 
to assure economic prosperity, there was no question about 
the need for a da m to protect property in the downstream 
reaches from the ravages of the White River. Local citizens 
have etched m emories of bridges being washed out, farms 
being washed away, houses floating down the turbulent 
waters, trains being shunted aside, and mud hip-deep in 
the middle of town. As a result of these recurring disasters 
the citizens of the river communities were primarily inter­
ested in a da m for flood control purposes, with hydro­
electric power production and even recreation as attractive 
secondary considerations. J oe Alexander of Branson said 
tha t every flood "nearly ruined us, . . . and some were 
worse." 

An unusually disastrous flood in 1935 a nd President 
Roosevelt's "New Deal" to create employment through 
public works, caused Congress to authorize a further study 



Table Rock Dam on the White River near Branson, Missouri. 
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Ground break ing for Table Rock Dam, October 10, 1952. 
Left to right : Congressman James W. Trimble, Berryville , 
Arkansas; O . D. Lee , president Branson , Missouri, Chamber 
of Commerce ; O rval Faubu s, chairman, Arka nsas State High· 
way Commission re prese nt ing Governor Sid McM ath of 
Arkansas ; Lt. General Lewis A. Pick, C hief of Engineers; 
Congressman Dewey Short , G ale na, Missouri. 

of the s ituation. This time the Corps of Engineers con­
cluded in t heir report that Table Rock Dam should be 
built, a nd the dam was a uthorized by the Flood Control 
Act of 1941, for "floo d control and hydroelectric power, 
a nd other beneficial water uses." 

A lthough actual construction did not get under way 
until well after World War II, the intervening time was 
used in surveying, tracing ownership of land, cemetery 
r emovals a nd, of course, determining the exact location 
of tj1e dam. Numerous core-drilling crews tested locations 
which had appeared to be ideal but after core· drilling, had 
proven to be unsuitable because of faulty geological con­
ditions. 

Mayor Tom Epps of Branson, who was a lso President 
of the Chamber of Commerce, credits "the Missouri boy in 
the White House" for getting the initial appropriation, 
but the project suffered another setback. 

Congress ordered a halt to a ll construction when ac­
tivities were delayed by the Korean War. A new study was 
completed on the n eed for power in the area, on the ability 
of the existing governmental and private power inte rests 
to meet future needs, and the adequacy of the cost esti­
mate. The project was resumed after app roval by the 
Appropriations Committee of the House and Senate, and 
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authorization for resumption resulted in the award of the 
contract for the dam to Morrison-Knudsen and the Utah 
Construction Company, in October of 1954. At that Little 
Rock bid opening Mayor Tom Epps at last witnessed the 
complete fulfillment of the dream so long pursued by his 
community. 

Construction and reservoir clearing proceeded but with 
some delays and occasional protests, most often reflecting 
disagreement among the fishermen as to how much of 
the basin should be cleared. Some of the loca l people 
wanted the entire basin cleared out, but the fishermen 
figured that their fishing would be better if the timber 
were left intact at the deepest portions of the reservoir­
the usual policy. The Corps interest was that no trees be 
exposed at low water. 

As though to emphasize the need of the dam for flood 
control , the rains of May 1957 brought on flooding condi­
tions while the dam was yet under construction. Some of 
the monoliths near the center of the dam were still being 
poured when rising flood waters back of the incompleted 
dam c rest ed over these incomplete monoliths to cascade 
downstream into the old river bed. Paradoxically, the 
waters behind the partial dam were contained sufficiently 
to prevent downstream flooding, but the unexpectedly 
quick rise in the reservoir surprised property owne rs who 
were still in the process of moving their houses and 
movable property out of the reservoir area. The towns 
across from Branson were saved from considerable dam­
age. The flood delayed construction for a short period, of 
course, as the Engineers rescued property owners caught in 
the partially cleared basin. Partially complete Bull Shoa ls 
Dam held flood waters throughout the fall months because 
downstream conditions kept the lower channel capacities 
at their limit. 

The dam was completed in August of 1958, and power 
was on the line iff June of 1959. As originally authorized, 
the hydroelectric facility plan was four power units of 
35,000 kw. capacity, each with only two of these to be in­
stalled initially. The project was modified in the planning 
stage to supplant the 35,000 kw. units with 50,000 kw., and 
finally, in 1957, it had been decided to install four units 
initially though the powerhouse could ultimately contain 
eight units. Even with these changes, the cost of the pro­
ject had dropped from the estimated $76,000,000 in 1951 
(using the 35,000 kw. units), to under $67,000,000 in 1959. 
As District Engineer Colonel Arthur Jacoby pointed out 
at the dedicatory ceremonies a t Table Rock, June 14, 1959, 
this means that the final ratio of annual benefits to an­
nua l costs had improved to 1.5 to 1. In other words, there 
would be a return of $1.50 on every $1.00 that was to· be 
spent on the proj ect. 

Also present at the dedication were such notables as 
Major General E. C. Itschner and Brigadier General 
William Whipple, as well as Dewey Short, Assistant Sec­
retary of the Army, and Senator Stuart Symington from 



Assistant Secretary of the Army Dewey Short visits Kimber'ling Ferry, Missouri, May 5, 1957. 

Missouri, each of whom made a short address. 
In paying tribute to those citizens who had worked so 

hard to obtain'i;he_ project, Colonel Jacoby said: "The mas­
sive structure stands--as.a monument that will remain for 
generations in recognition of the efforts of some of the 
local citizenry and neighbors who, with their vision and 
foresight, overcame many barriers in making possible the 
dedication of Table Rock-the project stands as a monu­
ment to their wisdom and faith and the engineering skills 
of the Corps of Engineers and contracting industry of the 
United States." 

Table Rock Reservoir caused the economy of the im­
mediate vicinity to grow along the usual path of pros­
perity surrounding a new fishing area, with an influx of 
business and trade oriented to the vacation-recreation 
economy. Branson, Missouri, was the chief beneficiary; 
within ten years the popUlation of Branson had doubled, 
bank deposits had quadrupled. 

Branson was in a natural geographic position to bene­
fit from the reservoir, but part of Branson's prosperity 
came from its civic leadership and the willingness of the 
town to go out after business. by extending town facilities 
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to outlying areas. The town staged an annual fall festival 
in October, and an annual "Plumnelly" celebration (the· 
title originally derived from the fact that the summer 
celebration would have "plum nearly everything" for 
everybody), with street dances, local costumes, banquets 
and dinners, water events, and fishing prizes. 

Originally conceived by a railroader, an authentic Eng­
lish village was restored at Hollister, Missouri. With the 
help from the State of Missouri, its restoration was com­
pleted by W. W. Johnson, of Springfield. Its building code 
had restricted every structure to English Tudor styling, 
and for a while in the pre-World War I era, the town had 
thrived because of bustling railroad business. With the 
end of the railroad era, disaster came to the town of 
Hollister, and by 1950 even the town's central structure, 
the English Inn, was boarded and abandoned. The town 
had been unable to withstan4 . .the frequent and disastrous 
floods so characteristic of 'the White River Valley. 

The completion of Table Rock Dam removed the con­
stant threat of flood disaster, and also accelerated the 
tourist trade. The town was "deboarded" in January of 
1967. The Inn was refurbished and shops restocked, and 



Beaver Dam on the White River near Eureka Springs, Arkansas. 

the moribund community has awakened to a new life and 
a new era. 

The Table Rock Reservoir extends 79 miles upstream 
along the White River and lays within parts of Arkansas 
and Missouri. It has a surface area of 52,300 acres (smaller 
than Bull Shoals but larger than Norfork) a shoreline of 
857 miles, and a drainage area of 4,000 square miles. 

Construction of nearby Beaver Dam, authorized in the 
Flood Control Act of September 3, 1954, began in Novem­
ber 1960 and was completed in June 1966. It added the up­
permost link in the chain of White River and tributary 
dams. Beaver Dam powerhouse is operated by remote con­
trol by powerhouse personnel at Table Rock, and produces 
its electrical output by two generating units which feed 
the Southwestern Power Administration (SPA) lines. 

Although a companion to Table Rock Reservoir, Beaver 
Reservoir experienced a different growth pattern. The 
other White River reservoirs had gained their prominence 
as summer recreational and resort centers, Beaver soon 
be·came known as a residential lake with only occasional 
resorts. People from .the Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers, 
Bentonville, and even Springfield areas discovered they 
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were within reasonable commuting distances of the lake, 
and realtors catere,9 to the housing boom. 

The Engineers had to relocate only a few structures 
and facilities at Beaver Reservoir. Among the more inter­
esting relocations was the grave of Coin Harvey, a well­
known economist and writer of circa 1900. Coin Harvey 
had built an old stone amphitheatre, but no attempt had 
been made to remove or relocate the amphitheatre, be­
cause it would be under water only during infrequent 
flood periods. 

The Beaver Reservoir also served as a pioneer in the 
new uses of its water. Water was taken from Beaver Lake 
and piped to such diverse locations as Fayetteville, Spring­
dale, Rogers, Bentonville, and other smaller towns of the 
area. This service was set up through the creation of the 
Beaver Water District by all of the involved communities 
that wished to take advantage of the water storage capac­
ity of Beaver Reservoir. 

By 1970 the wisdom and foresight of channeling water 
to FayetteVille was well proved. During the summer of that 
year a severe water shortage caused that city to ask its 
customers to stop watering lawns and to conserve water 



in other ways. Commercial and industrial users were also 
asked to restrict their use of water. The city's water plant 
could produce but 8.8 million gallons of water per day, 
and the daily use of water had peaked that exact figure. 
At that crucial time, the city completed its 17-mile long, 
36-inch line to Beaver Lake and 25 million additional gal­
lons of water daily became available. 

By arrangement with the Government, the Beaver 
Water District had agreed to pay a share of the project 
cost, the percentage based on the amount of water stor­
age space that they would need. The Government does 
not sell the water but it can agree to furnish the facili­
ties for storing the water. If no water drained into the 
reservoir the Government would still have lived up to its 
contract. The municipalities themselves, through the 
Beaver Water District in this case, would also pay for the 

Boating was popular at all the District's lakes. 

53 

intake structures, pumping pla nts, and waterlines to the 
areas served. 

At times the Corps has tried to encourage nearby towns 
and municipalities to lease an area for its exclusive use 
and development, and at other times there has been an 
attempt to encourage promised development of leased areas 
- both met with varying degrees of indifference and suc­
cess. 

Efforts to induce municipalities to lease areas of their 
own control and development has not met with over­
whelming success. Editor C. W. Johnson of the Springfield 
(Missouri) News Leader noted that some communities had 
done "a real fine job" in catering to the visitor, others 
did not, and "the total of complaints received by the En­
gineers- mostly because of unsanitary conditions, was im­
pressive." By 1963 some of the communities were returning 



Senator W. Stuart Symington of Missouri throws the switch 
to energize a main turbine at the Table Rock Dam dedica­
tion June 14, 1959. 

their licenses. Complications developed from licenses being 
returned. Some cities asked for compensation for their 
wells, rest rooms, picnic tables, and other facilities they 
had installed on their leased lands. 

Not all municipalities have been disappointed with 
their community leases. The editor of the Cassville 
Democrat wrote that the Cassville lease had worked out 
well for the community: "Cassville has not been out a 
penny on sponsorship of Campbell Point Dock-it is plea­
sant to know that only one out of five docks located in 
Barry County is included in the franchise release re­
quests." 
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District's Purple Martin program first received national pub­
licity at Beaver Lake in 1969 where the birds successfully 
removed insect pests from recreation areas. 



District lakes attract fishermen from many states. 
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CHAPTER X 

Greers Ferry Dam 

In the Flood Control Act of 1938, hydroelectric power 
was not to be a factor in all six flood control reservoirs 
in the White River Basin Plan. Additional Congressional 
Acts, passed under pressure of domestic needs, dictated the 
inclusion of such facilities in all of the dams on the White 
River. 

As the concerned citizens were to learn, having a pro­
ject authorized and getting appropriations were two dif­
ferent things. Local initiative, enthusiasm, and support of 
a project was certainly not unique, but it was a critical 
factor in the development of the Greers Ferry Dam pro-
ject. ~ 

Winkley Bridge is a one-lane, plank-floored bridge that has 
attracted tourists since it was built in 1910. A new bridge 

As far back as the 1920'S, citizens of the Greers Ferry 
Dam area were promoting the idea of a dam on the Little 
Red River. The small resort community of Heber Springs 
drew on support of smaller communities in the surround­
ing area, and reached out to seek the assistance from 
Batesville citizens to stir latent interest. The Great De­
pression of the 1930's ended any possible action at the 
time, but the seed of a dream was firmly emplanted, need­
ing only to be nourished back to life following economic 
recovery. 

President Franklin Delano Roosevent and the New 
Deal nourished the idea that the Government could and 

parallels it over the Little Red River, downstream from 
Greers Ferry Dam, east of Heber Springs, Arkansas. 

56 



Groundbrea,king for Greers Ferry Dam, June II, 1957. Left 
to right: Senator John L. McClellan, Congressman Wilbur 
D. Mills, Major General E. C. Itschner, Chief of Engineers; 
Senator J. W. Fulbright; and J. C. Pearson, president, 
Greers Ferry Dam Association. 

should undertake projects that would restore economic 
vitality, or that would bring economic vitality to chroni­
cally depressed areas. In this atmosphere the plea for a 
dam was more receptive. The Corps was authorized to 
make some preliminary surveys. The appearance of Corps 
of Engineers personnel in the area of Heber Springs ex­
cited the local citizens. Mr. O. F. "Fred" Huson, one of 
the prime promoters of the Greer's Ferry project, recalls 
that the appearance of any vehicle with a Corps of En­
gineers emblem was enough to bring out the whole town, 
dressed in their Sunday best. Mr. Huson remembers that 
the project had been under consideration for so 10];lg that 
most people "decided that it was a creation of someone's 
imagination." 

To say that Heber Springs was an area of particularly 
desperate economic emergency would not be an accurate 
assessment of the facts in the early 1930's, for Heber 
Springs did not seem to be in any more economic trouble 
than the rest of the country. Its population was at an all­
time high of 1,300, and it held basic attractions for those 
who enjoyed good fishing and outdoor activities. 

A picturesque old swinging bridge near the site of the 
present dam was, in itself, a state-wide attraction. Con­
structed in 1912, it was a suspension bridge erected with a 
wooden frame hung on two steel cables. With a load limit 
of 3 tons, and wide enough for only one vehicle at a 
time, the bridge enjoyed a reputation for giddy excitement. 
People came considerable distances to see and experience 
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the "swinging" bridge. A picnic area was located at one 
end. Tourists often spent the day there, crossing anq re­
crossing the bridge while becoming engrossed in the in­
evitable game of counting the boards in the decking. 

Neither the good fishing nor the bridge could halt the 
state of decline at Heber Springs. The rest of the nation 
had begun its slow struggle out of the depression. The 
population was drifting away, farms were being aban­
doned, and stores which went out of business were not 
reopened. The possibility of a dam encouraged the local 
citizens that remained. 'At the beginning of national eco­
nomic recovery, there were still too many projects more 
vital than the Heber Springs project. The Greers Ferry 
project was filed away for possible future action. The peo­
ple of Heber Springs would have been happy with a dam 
without hydroelectric power as authorized in 1938, but the 
benefits' were too limited for consideration by that time. 

One would have to await the verdict of the great ex­
periment of th,e Tennessee Valley Authority to see whether 
the public would accept the principle of Federal involve­
ment in hydroelectric power, and then determine if it was 
practical. 

The coming of World War II delayed any reactivation 
of the Heber Springs dam project, as it did to so many 
other projects. Soon after the war the local citizens rallied 
their forces again to continue the struggle for a dam. 
Among the "new blood" in the renewed struggle was J. C. 
"Cliff" Pearson, who had recently arrived from Coffey­
ville, Kansas. Pearson joined with Huson and others to 
reorganize the Greer's Ferry Dam Association for the pur­
poes of promotion and keeping local people interested and 
informed on the' status of the project. Together they signed 
up 1,000 boosters, charging a fee of only a dollar a year 
for membership. As Mr. Pearson says, they were more 
interested in people than in fees, even though the fees 
served to help finance many trips to Washington. 

The real struggle came in convincing Congress their 
project was vital. The Greers Ferry Dam Association ap­
plied itself with renewed vigor, but it was to face many 
delays. 

By this time the local proponents knew all the argu­
ments and usually endeavored to show that the Little Red 
River Dam was necessary to complete the flood control 
program which was already underway in the White River 
Basin. 

In 1941 the Heber Springs Delegation which attended 
a public hearing at Little Rock, Arkansas, pointed out to 
the officials that the annual direct flood loss in the White 
River was $2,185,000 and that most of that loss was sus­
tained on the lower White River from the point at which 
the Red River empties into the White River. The dele­
gates presented figures to support their claim that in re­
lation to the North Fork tributary, on which Norfork 
Dam was then being constructed, the Little Red was 
longer and drained a greater area. 



They showed evidence that hydroelectric facilities could 
reverse a trend wherein they said two-thirds of all electric 
power consumed in Arkansas was purchased outside the 
State. The per capita income of the area 'in 1941 was 
only $400. Federal expenditures for relief and rehabilitation 
totaled over $415,000. They said a dam would put the area 
on its economic feet, stop an economic drain and would 
reduce Federal expenditures in the area for relief and re­
habilitation. 

These public hearings are an important phase of the 
development of all Corps of Engineers project, for at 
these hearings the public is invited to present its reasons 
for or against the project under consideration. 

There was little individual protest registered at these 
meetings, and no organized resistance to the idea, for the 
benefits were quite apparent. Hydroelectric power had 
been proved economically justified. In contrast, the pro­
moters could count upon almost unanimous popular sup­
port. Electric cooperatives published a brochure entitled, 
"It's Time to Build Greers Ferry Dam." The unanimity 
of opinion created a premature sense of victory. 

This sense of impending victory, Pearson recalls, was 
shattered during one of his four trips to Washington. 
There he was asked to meet with the Director of the 
Bureau of the Budget, Mr. Dodge. 

"We didn't understand why Mr. Dodge wanted to m~et 
with this (Greers Ferry Dam Association) Committee. We 
didn't know that we rated near that high. But Congress­
man Wilbur Mills arranged for the entire delegation to 
meet with Mr. Dodge. I gave him the Greers Ferry story. 

"He wanted to send up a trial balloon the (Eisenhower) 
Administration was toying with "as an economy move that 
for any authorized project needing added features would 
have to have those added features financed locally by 
either local or State interests. In our case that would have 
been $27,000,000 for the hydroelectric facilities. 

"We felt beaten, because we know that the project 
would not be authorized without the electric facilities. The 
Greers Ferry Dam Association had not been able to pay 
even the full cost of this trip to Washington, let alone 
$27,000,000.," 

By the time Pearson and the other delegates returned 
home from Washington they had rededicated themselves 
to overcoming all obstacles. They knew that the adminis­
tration's economy move meant the end of all new projects 
for the south, if not the entire nation. Impoverished -com­
munities could not rally local investments of such magnifi­
cent proportions. They felt that the Administration would 
change its position when the whole story was presented. 

Town meetings were held throughout the Greers Ferry 
region and within a matter of weeks towns from Clinton, 
at the headwaters of the proposed reservoir, to Clarendon, 
downstream on the White River, had presented civic or­
ganization resolutions favoring the dam. In all, 49 resolu­
tions poured into the nation's capital in the next few weeks. 
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First concrete was placed in Greers Ferry Dam on April II, 
1960. Present were, left to right: W. W. Ralphe, Chief, 
Construction Division; lincoln F. Sherman, Resident Engi­
neer; P. J. Soukup, Superintendent and W. Wixon, both of 
Red River Builders; and Colonel A. M. Jacoby, District 
Engineer. 

The Arkansas legislature added its own favoring resolution. 
The two representatives from Cleburne and Van Buren 
Counties carried the resolutions to Washington. 

Though Greers Ferry was one of the original six flood 
control reservoirs in the White River Plan that was ap­
proved by the Flood Control Act of 1938, its authorization 
was finally modified by the Flood Control Act of 1954 to 
provide for generation of hydroelectric power. Some small 
flurries of construction began in June 1957 but the major 
construction did not begin until 1959. 

In February 1959, a contract was let to Morrison­
Knudsen Company, Inc., as the sponsor of a joint venture 
with Johnson, Drake, and Piper, Inc., and Henry J. Kaiser 
Company. The $17,613,000 contract called for the con­
struction of a dam which would need 850,000 cubic yards 
of concrete, and which would tower 249 feet above the 
streambed of the Little Red. The top of the dam, also 
serving as a highway, would be 1,704 feet long, extending 
from one side of the river valley to the other, and would 
include a 280-foot spillway section topped by six radial­
type tainter gates each 40 feet wide and 36 feet high. To 
funnel water into the turbines, two pipes (penstocks) were 
to be built into the dam. Water surging through these 
penstocks would drive the turbines and generators pro­
ducing 96,000 kilowatts of power. Bidding for the power­
house was separate, with the contract going to Paul 
Hardeman, Inc., of Stanton, California, whose bid of $3,-
297,672 was the lowest of the seven SUbmitted. 



The Corps had picked a site 79 miles upstream on the 
Little Red River, 2 miles north of Heber Springs. The 
reservoir which would back up behind the dam would 
form two separate lakes connected by a gorge calIed the 
"Narrows." The reservoir would drain an area of 1,146 
square miles upstream from the dam, and would have a 
total capacity of 2,844,000 acre feet. When filled with flood­
waters, the lakes would have a 340-mile shoreline, and the 
lake surface would be 40,500 acres. 

Writing from Heber Springs, Fred Petrucelli called the 
project "Nectar from the gods," and said that the dam 
would act as "adrenal in" to the city's economy. 

Work on the dam itself began on March 1, 1960. Hun­
dreds of workers arrived at Heber Springs, and by early 
summer trailers were on nearly every vacant lot and some 
in yards of private homes. AlI vacant houses were rented. 
New houses were rushed to completion. The town itself 
exploded into a fury of activity never before witnessed by 
even the oldest residents. The Cleburne County Bank 
rushed through a $50,000 expansion program, and a new 
bank, the Arkansas National Bank, broke ground. Thomas 
Massey built a new supermarket. Main street was revita­
lized and temporarily took on the appearance of a frontier 
boom town. New stores, motels, restaurants, and service 
organizations strained the town's utilities as they valiantly 
tried to expand their services. The farmers of the vicinity 
felt the economic impact through the greatly increased 
demand for agriculture produce, livestock, and poultry. 
Twenty-two Grade A dairies and several Grade C milking 
operations were strained to capacity. 

Before the new reservoir could be filled, several prob­
lems had to be resolved. A railroad had to be relocated. 
There were roads, pipelines, utilities, cemeteries, and even 
a town that had to be moved. Each situation required 
public hearings, private confrontations, and compromises. 

The railroad in question was the old defunct Heber 
Springs to Searcy section of the Missouri-Arkansas Rail­
road, which had not yet decided to abandon the line. The 
cost of relocation would have been prohibitive; and thus, 
for a while it appeared that the rusting railroad line 
would be a major impediment. After 2 years of indecision, 
the railroad agreed to abandon the line, thus resolving that 
particular problem. The Corps of Engineers eventually 
relocated some 52 miles of roads, 50 miles of powerlines, 
20 miles of telephone lines, cemeteries, and most of the 
town of Higden, Arkansas. 

Throughout 1959 more contracts were let for many other 
activities connected with the project. The contract for the 
relocation of ten cemeteries in the Greers Ferry Reservoir 
area was awarded to Meggs & Sons, funeral directors from 
Halls, Tennessee. 

Cemetery relocations presented special problems. Aside 
from the usual public hearings, relatives of the deceased 
had to be contacted for permission to relocate the re­
mains. The problem was compounded by faulty or missing 
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grave markers, incomplete , or mIssmg records, and un­
known or nonexistent relatives. The Corps of Engineers 
found many individual graves, family grave sites, church 
graveyards, and an Indian burial city that had passed into 
oblivion. They searched for living relatives through con­
sultation with older residents and reading scanty records 
or old newspapers. For most of the graves, time had erased 
all traces of the buried individuals except for a slight dis­
coloration of the ground resulting from rusting and decay­
ing caskets. This discolored ground was relocated to new 
burial sites. Funeral homes, which were contacted for 
grave relocations, handled each case with the same care 
and consideration they would have shown first interments. 
Outside of cemeteries individual burials were difficult to 
find, except in the case where a hangman's tree provided 
an irrefutable landmark. 

The relocation of the town of Higden was surprisingly 
easy. Higden was located at the north end of the "Nar­
rows," wl).ich would later separate north Greers Ferry 
Lake from south Greers Ferry Lake. Most of the town 
was to be inundated by the waters which would be backed 
up by the dam. The Engineers bought the old townsite, 
relocating the people farther up the hill. Only five of the 
original houses were to be beyond the reach of the water. 

The town had purchased the land from the school dis­
trict. Mayor David Gadberry believed the new Higden 
population of 125 was the same as before the relocation. 
Newcomers who had moved in to take advantage of fish­
ing and retirement had compensated for original towns­
people who had moved elsewhere. In many ways the new 
town was better off. Its buildings were newer or in better 
repair, and the new streets were blacktopped. The new 
general merchandise store, representing the total business 
community of Higden, expanded to catering to fishermen, 
vacationers and retired people. 

The work of clearing trees from the reservoir was de­
layed while the Engineers listened to alternate suggestions 
of interested citizens and civic .groups, The Corps had 
tentatively planned to clear 35 percent of the lakeshore. 
Timber removal was to be made from the elevation at 
top of the power pool shoreline to a depth of about 2 feet 
below a "10-year frequency drawdown" or average for a 
drought period. Notrees were to protrude above the water 
even in a severe drought that could be experienced in a 
ten-year period. This might have been esthetically satis­
fying, but fishermen and sportsmen wanted more clear­
ance. Some wanted the entire b.asin cleared. But most 
fishermen agreed that the submerged trees would offer an 
advantage to protect spawning fish. O. F. Huson, President 
of the Heber Springs Chamber of Commerce, formally pre­
sented a resolution asking for a clearance of timber to 
a point 50 feet below the lowest possible water level. Even­
tualIy, after listening to all groups and consulting with 
such authorities as the Game and Fish Commission, the 
Corps determined where to clear the timber. 
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Sugar Loaf Mountain Nature Trail became part of the 
National Trails System in 1971 because it attracts visitors 
from throughout the United States. Built by District em­
ployees, it won a landscape contest sponsored by the Chief 
of Engineers in 1970. 



Another protest was eventually resolved through the 
courts. The Corps and Cleburne County could not agree on 
the replacement and routing of new County roads in the 
Greers Ferry reservoir area. The principal issue was 
whether or not a bridge should be built over the lower end 
of Devil's Fork. County Judge J. C. May contended that 
the bridge was essential to the people in the Prim and 
Brewer communities for a direct route to Stark and State 
Highway 16 on the south. The Corps responded that the 
light traffic of the sparse community could not justify a 
bridge. County Judge J. C. Crabtree filed an answer on 
behalf of Cleburne County to press for a bridge over 
Caney Creek as well as one on upper Devil's Fork. A com­
promise was reached with the County for $462,500 in set­
tlement for relocation of bridges and roads. 

The Greers Ferry Dam Association, having been suc­
cessful in securing the dam, had become the Greers Ferry 
Lake Association. It was to publicize the soon-to-be­
created lake, to attract both businessmen, vacationers, and 
retirees in the area. 

Even as the concrete pouring began there arose a ser­
ious protest from the fishing enthusiasts about the pos­
sible adverse effects that a dam would have on the exist­
ing fish life-cycle in the Little Red River. Gus Albright, 
a member of the Game and Fish Commission, exercising 
his rights as a private citizen, began a struggle over the 
character of the dam already under construction. In 
articles appearing in the State's leading newspapers, 
Albright demanded that the Corps redesign the dam so 
that . water would be released from the top of the reser­
voir, rather than from the lower areas of the power pool 
as is normal. The contention of Albright, and numerous 
other fishermen who protested, was that the native fish 
of the Little Red were accustomed to warmer water, but 
would not survive colder water which would be released 
below the dam. 

Albright and the other fishermen were convinced that 
the fish could not survive in the new environment, and 
thus the Little Red River, long known as a fine fishing 
stream, would be stripped of its prime attraction. When 
W. M. "Bill" Apple joined the fight through articles in 
the Arkansas Democrat, the Corps found itself receiving 
a flood of letters both supporting and rejecting the pro­
tests. 

The initial Corps response had been that any change 
of plans would delay the completion of the project at least 
one year. The changes which would be necessary to release 
warm water, it said, would require an additional expendi­
ture of at least $1,000,000. Finally, Colonel Arthur M. 
Jacoby, Little Rock District Engineer, suggested that na­
tive fish could be supplanted by cold water trout, and 
fishing in the area would thus benefit from the retention 
of the native fishing above the dam and at the same time 
introduce trout below the dam. 

The point of recreation as a project purpose is an inter-
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esting one, for of course, the Mountaineer editor was cor­
rect then in his contention that the Corps projects were 
not designed to cater to recreational objectives. As origin­
ally envisioned, the Corps was created to contruct de­
fensive fortification, military roads, bridges, and other mili­
tary oriented projects. Many, if not most of the older 
personnel connected with the Corps today, can remember 
when recreation was a "dirty word." Congress was opposed 
to the Corps getting involved in recreation. 

The change in attitude came slowly and with reluc­
ttance. It was not until after World War II that the recrea­
tion concept became established. The combination of 
reservoirs and enthusiastic users of open water over­
whelmed the Engineers. Wartime prosperity and an en­
larged class of outdoorsmen began to buy boats, motors, 
trailers, campers, and other paraphernalia far beyond the 
dreams of depression-oriented outdoorsmen of the pre-war 
era. The Corps found itself in the position of caretaker 
of vast areas of. recreational attraction. It had to establish 
at least minimum facilities at selected points for the public 
and devised rules to prevent despoilment of the shore­
line and surrounding areas. State park authorities as the 
logical agents for this task were unprepared to accept the 
burden at that time. They were not equipped to handle 
large influxes to recreational areas without a period of 
training and experience. 

The actual fixing of the burden of recreation fell on 
the Corps through Senate Bill 1362 of the 80th Congress, 
passed on May 29, 1947. A bill introduced by Senator 
Thomas of Oklahoma spelled out the terms under which 
the lands and waters within reclamation, flood control, 
power, and other Federal reservoir projects, could be put 
to recreational use. This bilI was the first major step in 
legally fixing the Corps with recreational responsibilities. 
The Flood Control Act of 1944 had prepared the ground 
by authorizing Corps of Engineers to supervise the recrea­
tional facilities within its jurisdiction. At the time, the 
Corps of Engineers did not wish to retain exclusive con­
trol, or even permit control of recreational facilities, but 
rather saw itself as a transitional agency which would as­
sume the task. The Corps contacted local communities, 
offering to lease them shoreline and hoped that these 
communities would develop and maintain these facilities 
for the benefit of their own citizens. The Engineers also 
expected communities to benefit from franchises to local 
concessionaires. 

The plan did not work out as hoped .. Only a few com­
munities responded and many of these soon asked the 
Corps to resume its control and operation after the local 
benefits were found to be without the economic advantage 
they had expected. Many marinas did prosper, of course, 
but the Corps had to abandon the hope of having each 
community operate its own facilities. 

The Greers Ferry reservoir was eagerly watched and 
anticipated by the outdoorsmen of the State and area. 



Greers Ferry Dam on the little Red River near Heber Springs. Arkansas. 

Before the completion of the dam, the Engineers began 
filling the pool on J auary 1, 1962, and by April 13, when 
the last bucket of concrete was poured into the dam, the 
water elevation had already Jleached 388 feet, about 80 feet 
below normal elevation. Even though the powerhouse and 
switchyard would not be completed until July, 1964, the 
dam was in operation. 

There remained only one major undertaking for the 
people who had worked so hard to secure the dam-a me­
morable dedicatory ceremony. Most of these ceremonies 
will draw attention to an area in proportion to the pres­
tige of the honored guest. The Chamber of Commerce of 
Heber Springs, on whom had fallen the task of organizing 
and staging the dedicatory ceremonies, invited President 
John F. Kennedy. 

Senator John L. McClellan, Representative Wilbur D. 
Mills, and others, headed up by Arkansas Governor Orval 
Faubus, called upon the President in Washington to re­
quest his attendance at the ceremony, who, by letter, ac­
cepted. The earliest date on which President Kennedy 
would be available was October 3, 1963. 

Just before the President's helicopter landed on that 
day, someone checked the bathroom facilities in the house 
trailer rented for his comfort only to find that the com­
mode would not stop running. As the President was com­
ing down the walk toward his trailer a Corps employee 
was frantically bailing out the commode with his "hard 
hat" (safety hat). 
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Rainbow trout flourish in the cold waters below Greers 
Ferry Da~ where Federal Fish Hatchery personnel stock the 
stream With catchable sizes. 



President John F. Kennedy dedicates Greers Ferry Dam October 3, 1963, six weeks before his assassination. 

The dedication ceremonies went well. In his address, 
the President bypassed politics except to praise the Arkan­
sas Congressional delegation with these words: "I suppose 
pound for pound, the Arkansas delegation in the Congress 
of the United States wields more influence than any other 
delegation of any other forty-nine states." 

In reference to Corps of Engineers flood control pro­
jects, President Kennedy made the following remarks on 
the cost of such projects: 

"Which is more wasteful: the loss of life and property 
caused by floods or the cost of the multipurpose project 
which will ultimately pay for itself? 

"Which is more wasteful: the failure to tap the energies 
of our stream and our rivers when new power is needed 
for new industry-or the construction of hydroelectric 
projects to serve the homes and farms and factories of 
this area? 

"Which is more wasteful: to let land lie arid and un­
productive and resources lie uncapped, while rivers flow 
unused - or to transform those rivers into natural water 
resources to alleviate those conditions?" The President 
concluded that the project would return to the nation and 
the Federal treasury far more than its original cost. 

The pleasant impressions of the ceremony were espe­
cially memorable when 6 weeks later the President was 

. assassinated. 
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President Kennedy's remarks, began to be borne out 
when private sectors began to invest in the area, espe­
cially the utility companies. 

Prior to the construction of Greers Ferry Dam, Heber 
Springs did not have natural gas, and that shortcoming 
hampered the securing of industry for the area. The Arkan­
sas-Louisiana Gas Company annouced at the inaugural 
ceremony their plans to bring in natural gas for Greers 
Ferry with a 45-mile pipeline from Conway. The general 
feeling that prosperity had permanently encamped in the 
area, resulted. 

The tremendous influx of. construction and Corps per­
sonnel, and their familities, during construction, had sur­
passed the capacity of the old school system many times. 
Because the increased enrollment was due to the Federal 
project, the Federal Government undertook to guarantee 
75 percent of the cost of a new Junior-Senior High School. 

Influx of tourists spawned businesses that catered to 
them and expanded older businesses as the permanent 
population increased. 

Private capital developed "Eden Isle" on a hilly penin­
sula reaching into Greers Ferry Lake. It was the under­
taking of Herbert L . Thomas, Sr., of Little Rock, whose 
idea was to create an exclusive planned residential com­
munity of 532 homes and an island paradise centered 
around a luxury resort called the Red Apple Inn. 



The Buffalo River 

In stark contrast to the success of the Little Red River 
communities and their campaign to secure Greers Ferry 
Dam is the equally ambitious but fruitless attempt of the 
Buffalo River community to secure a dam .for its area. 
Facing an even greater degree of economic stagnation in 
an area of chronic economic dij;tress, its citizens sought a 
similar solution. 

The untamed river was there, the same conservation 
needs could be fulfilled, and the hydroelectric market was 
still good. With the proven success of near-by projects to 
reinforce their arguments, Buffalo citizens may have be­
come over-confident. Local leaders had participated in 
drives for other nearby projects, including the Bull Shoals 
and Greers Ferry Dam. They expected reciprocal support, 
and in 1957 they organized the Buffalo River Dam As­
sociation, which in 1959 later became the Bllffalo River 
Improvement Association (BRIA). Opponents, mostly out­
siders, quickly congealed into organized groups dedicated 
to preserve untouched, the Buffalo River as a national 
attraction. They said the Buffalo River was among the 
most beautiful of the wild rivers in the nation. Support 
came from such distant places as Kansas and Oklahoma, 
and from such prominent people as Justice William O. 
Douglas, who took a float trip down the Buffalo River as 
a guest of the Ozark Wilderness Waterways Club of 
Kansas City. 

The Ozark Society sponsored a professional film show­
ing the beauty of the Buffalo River, and gained free pub­
licity in promoting a cleanup campaign along the Buffalo. 
Members of the Ozark Society would pick up trash and. 

litter along the Buffalo amid the whir of cameras. James 
Tudor, editor of the Marshall Mountain Wave, President 
of the BRIA, and a supporter of the Dam, avowed in his 
editorials that the Society was, in fact, picking up its own 
trash and litter disgorged on previous float trips. 

The Marshall Mountain Wave acted as the spokesman 
for the Buffalo River Improvement Association. Local 
meeting were called, petitions drawn up, and opponents 
were invited to come and listen, and be converted. Tudor 
and other local resfdents said guides had gone broke wait­
ing for business on the Buffalo which was often dry for 
months at a time. A large resort in Newton County had 
held an auction to sell out its entire business. 

As a compromise to the impasse, the various organiza­
tions supporting the Buffalo as a wild river offered to 
promote the idea of creating a national park out of 
the Buffalo River area. They said the Buffalo could be 
preserved and even enhanced as a national attraction, 
while at the same time the influx of tourists into the 
area would create the economic prosperity sought by the 
local citizens. 

Local reaction was swift and vehement. Not only were 
the local residents unwilling to give up the idea of. a 
dam and reservoir, they were furious with the idea of 
a national park. They felt that the park would attract 
no more people than were already using the area, and 
the landowners along the Buffalo would have to surren­
der important rights to the park. Furthermore, Marshall 
citizens knew from experience that campers usually 



brought all their own supplies with them and left little 
behind except litter. 

They wanted permanent residents and the type of 
enterprises which were attracted to reservoir areas. The 
proposed dam, they said, would not destroy the natural 
beauty of the Buffalo. Only 28 miles of the 159-mile 
Buffalo River would be affected by the dam. Float fishing 
would be improved, they said, for the best area would be 
below the dam, and this 50 miles would be enhanced by 
a controlled and dependable water source. Above the 
dam and reservoir the river would flow as it always had. 
Of the recognized scenic spots along the Buffalo, only one 
would be touched by the dam and res revoir. 

The BRIA once again called for local meetings to 
give the citizens a chance to express their opinions, and 
the Marshall Mountain Wave roared with indignation. 
Backers of a national park alternative were distressed 
with the reaction, but proceeded with their campaign, 
assuming they were pursuing the only reasonable course 
of action. 

With poetic skill Steele T. Kennedy described in an 
article which first appeared in the Ozark Mountaineer 
of June 1962 both the beauty of the Buffalo River and the 
problem of the area: 

"The Buffalo is one of the few peculiarly important 
rivers in the nation left untamed; comparatively small 
but primitive and unusually majestic and potential, it 
plunges down from the top of the Ozark Mountains in 
Newton County and flows through Searcy County across 
the corner of Marion County to the Baxter County line. 
There 159 miles from its source, framing 1,333 square 
miles of rugged terrain, it wastefully pours 994,000 acre­
feet of unuosed water into the White River each year. 
Just as the river gave life and succor to early settlers 
in this region, it now in a different way is the greatest 
potential for bringing a more abundant life to present 
and future generations of its people." 

The awe-inspiring natural beauty along the hurrying, 
sparkling river will always be something for writers 
and naturalists to rave about, but that by itself is poor 
collateral for building highways and public schools, or 
for raising the standard of living within and beyond its 
watershed. This ancient rock-ribbed river left to itself 
would likely never change, not very much. But the area's 
economy and population do change, and, sooner or later, 
the river will have to yield, and so will its' admirers. 

In 1964 the Corps of Engineers encouraged the dis­
tressed communities by announcing its recommendation 
to construct the Gilbert Dam on the Buffalo River, a 
recommendation that was previously made in the 1930's. 
A few weeks later (Nov. 18, 1964), in Marshall, the En­
gineers conducted a public hearing-the start of a long 
grind to bring the project before Congress for approval. 

The people of Searcy and Newton Counties were jubi­
lant. Naturalists and sportsmen opposing the dam were 
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gratified to learn that the attendance at the little Buffalo 
River State Park was reported by the State Parks alld 
Publicity Commission at 557,730. The editor of the Mar­
shall Mountain Wave responded that on the basis of those 
figures, it must be concluded that 2,139 people visited 
the park for each of the 214 days tha t it was open during 
the year. A count revealed that less than 500 people vis­
ited the park on its busiest day of the year, the Fourth 
of July. 

One dedicated and influential figure to give vigorous 
support of the Buffa lo River communities in their bid 
for a dam was Congressman Jim Trimble. From the time 
of his election he did what he could to secure the Gilbert 
Dam. In 1962 he had tried without success to promote 
legislation authorizing the dam, and in July of 1965 Trim­
ble, Oren Harris, C. C. Gathings, and Wilbur Mills all 
signed a letter addressed to members of the Rivers and 
Harbors Board of Review asking that a favorable report 
on the construction of the Gilbert Dam be made by the 
Board. 

The cautious optimism of the Buffalo River communi­
ties bounded upward. In July 1965, the Corps of Engi­
neers recommended the Gilbert Dam be constructed. It 
stipulated that a second dam at Lone Rock be omitted 
and expected this compromise would please the river-har­
nessing advocates and scenery lovers alike. It was 
rejected. 

Governor Faubus informed the Engineers in December 
of 1965 that he opposed the Gilbert Dam. In March of 
1966 Lieutenant General William F. Cassidy, Chief of 
Engineers, in a report to Army Secretary Stanley Resor 
announ,ced that the Corps would abide by the Governor's 
wishes and withdraw its recommendation for the con­
struction of Gilbert Dam. Secretary of Interior, Stewart 
L . Udall, announced that the Interior Department was 
very gratified by the Engineers decision. 

The Searcy and Newton County citizens felt their 
issue was not yet settled so long as Congressman Trimble 
was willing to continue the fight, as he had announced. 
He was defeated for reelection in 1967. 

The new representative, John Paul Hammerschmidt 
announced that he would introduce a bill to designat~ 
the Buffalo as a national river. 

C?ngressman Hammerschmidt supported his stand by 
sendmg out 168,000 questionnaires in the summer of 1967, 
and announced that of the 27,213 constituents who had 
completed and returned the form 34.9 percent favored 
protectin? the Buffalo River in its natural state through 
the creatIOn of a national river or national park. 

Senator~ M~Clellan and Fulbright also gave their sup­
port to mamt~m the Buffalo River in its natural state. 

In the early spring of 1970 the Senate reported favor­
ably on the aSSigning of National Park status to the Buf­
falo ~iver, leaving the issue with the House Interior 
CommIttee for hearings and their recommendation. 



CHAPTER XII 

The Renaissance of a River 

A central factor in the existence of the Little Rock 
District has been the Arkansas River. The river is the 
third longest in the United States, and is among the 
most capricious. Major General E. C. Itschner, speaking 
at the groundbreaking ceremonies at the Dardanelle Dam 
site in June of 1957, quoted Henry Van Dyke as saying, 
"It is with rivers as it is with people-the greatest are 
not always the most agreeable nor the best to live with." 
That remark is nowhere more applicable than to the 
Arkansas. But the confrontation between the Corps of 

" 

Engineers and the Arkansas River was a confrontation 
of two worthy opponents each determined to have its 
own way. From the pre-historic period to the near-pres­
ent the river has acknowledged no master. It has cun­
ningly allowed man years to install some restraining 
devices, to shore up weak banks, to build levees, to span 
its breadth with bridges, and even to divert its channel, 
only to wipe out his labor in hours with one surging 
rampage. The Corps of Engineers, on the other hand, was 
not seeking to destroy the river, but only to harness its 

1943 Floods damage railroad bridge over the Arkansas River at Van Buren, Arkansas. 
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awesome energies and develop its channels for the bene­
fit of man. Until the post World War II era the river 
won every round of the contest and it seemed that the 
Corps was vastly overmatched. The early history of the 
District and its activities was a study in futility. 

It was not that the importance of the Arkansas was 
unnoted, or unappreciated; it was simply that the magni­
tude of the project was physically overpowering and, as 
far as Congress was concerned, in the early years of this 
nation it was financially impractical if not impossible. 
To stabilize the Arkansas as a highway for water com­
merce, it would be necessary to keep it within a prede­
fined channel for the entire length of its anticipated 
usage, and it would be necessary to control the amount 
of sediment carried by the river in order to keep a chan­
nel clear. It would also be necessary to exercise control 
over the amount of water being drained into the Arkan­
sas from secondary rivers. 

Of these major problems, the greatest was that of 
channel control, for the Arkansas was constantly chang­
ing its channel, bypassing great bends in the river, wash­
ing away the constraining banks and making new chan­
els. Even in normal times the erosive force of the river 
was impressive, but. during times of flood the velocity 
of the river might reach a peak of 6 to 9 miles per 
hour. Under those conditions the thundering torrents 
could cause bank recessions of as much as 1,000 feet dur­
ing a single high-water season. Whole farms might be 
submerged, then bypassed and isola.ted by the changing 
river bed. "Permanent" improvements usually lasted from 
one flood to the next, and then were rebuilt with a sense 
of resigned fatalism. 

Still, during the heyday of river traffic when there was 
little alternative to river commerce, Congress hoped 
the Engineers could keep the river open by constant 
snagging and dredging operations. In 1888 Congress 
authorized an ambitious plan with the objective of main­
taining a six-foot channel below Little Rock and a two­
foot channel above Little Rock for a total length Qf 772 
miles. The financial support simply was not up to the task 
at that time, and with ever increasing expansion of rail­
roads, the whole project was quietly abandoned before 
1900. Thereafter the Corps activity on the river was 
largely confined to snagging and only great disasters or 
national emergencie,s returned attention to the river. By 
1938, with the Flood Control Act of that year, it seemed 
that a new point of national awareness and determination 
had been reached. That Act gave approval to a general 
comprehensive plan for flood control in the Arkansas 
River Basin. The 1938 Act also authorized the Secretary 
of War and the Chief of Engineers to modify the general 
plan. 

The Act was a step in the right direction. President 
Roosevelt added encouragement to the supporters of river 
improvements when he gave his unqualified endorsement 
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1942 Floods on the Arkansas River destroyed thousands of 
acres of rich farmland which caved into the river and was 
washed downstream, like this area near Little Rode. 

of a proposed Arkansas Valley Authority. 
The Engineers had only begun the improvements au­

thorized by the 1938 Act when World War II broke out, 
however, and all civilian projects nonessential to the War 
effort were curtailed for the duration. The only consola­
tion that Roosevelt could offer the Arkansas Valley Au­
thority was that the river project would be rated high 
as a peacetime priority, and with that the delegates had 
to be content. 

The major flood of 1943 brought more attention back 
to the river, enough to override wartime emergency. The 
Engineers were requested to make a detailed study of 
the river problem, and submit a plan to harness the 
river. 

To justify its expenditures, any plan would have to 
show the benefits to be derived. Besides flood control, 
the Engineers included hydroelectric power and restor­
ing the river as an avenue of commerce. Without hydro­
electric power and navigation the benefit-cost ratio would 
close the door on any program of flood control. 

The Engineers went to work on a new multipurpose 
plan for the Arkansas River. By 1945 the Chief of Engi­
neers had the comprehensive plan on the Arkansas River 
ready for submission to Congress. It was breathtaking 
in its concept, magnificent in its scope,· sound in its en­
gineering, and practical in its economics. Its breadth 
included flood control, hydroelectric power, navigation and 
such diverse benefits as storage of water for municipal 
and industrial use, sportsman activities and fish and wild­
life conservation. Ultimately the Corps of Engineers was 
able to justify a conservative benefit-cost ratio of 1.5:1 
based on a project life of 100 years. 
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1943 Flood on the Arkansas River at Fort Smith, Arkansas. 

This comprehensive plan was submitted to Congress 
and was approved in the River and Harbor Act of July 
24; 1946. The Act was signed by President Harry S. Tru­
man, as another milestone was reached. The Corps had 
estimated the total project to cost over $1 billion and Con­
gress appropriated $55 million to get it started. 

The plan as submitted by the Corps and -authorized 
in the River and Harbor Act of 1946 is essentially the 
same plan that was brought to completion in 1970. This 
plan envisioned a nine-foot channel beginning at the junc­
ture of the White River and MississippI River in eastern 
Arkansas. The channel was to proceed ten miles upstream 
on the White and enter into a man-made, 10-mile-Iong 
Arkansas Post Canal. It was then to continue across 
the State of Arkansas within the Arkansas River bed 
and into Oklahoma to Muskogee where it would leave 
the Arkansas River and proceed the last 50 miles on the 
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Verdigris River to a point near Tulsa from the Mississippi 
River to Catoosa, Oklahoma. In order to control the Ar­
kansas it was determined that the essential construction 
had to encompas$ 28 reservoirs, 55 local protection works, 
23 locks and dams, and extensive bank stabilization work. 

In the original concept of a waterway, the city of 
Tulsa, Oklahoma was a logical terminus for a naviga­
tional channel. It was obvious to the Engineers that the 
Arkansas River at Tulsa was 90 feet higher than the 
Verdigris River at Catoosa, east of Tulsa. Using the 
Arkansas River as a projected channel, it would have 
required 11 locks and dams to complete navigation up­
stream from Muskogee. The Tulsa terminal at Catoosa, 
on the Verdigris, saved the construction of 9 locks and 
dams. 

Because the river improvements were located within 
two separate Engineering Districts, the division of the 



project was made along the lines of the District. The 
Tulsa District would superintend the project eastward to 
Fort Smith, and the Little Rock District would superin­
tend the project from that point to its entry into the 
White and the Mississippi. Improvements began nearer 
the headwaters of the project, meaning that the first ex­
penditures would be made by the Tulsa District. The first 
appropriation, the $55 million, carried with it the specific 
instructions that the money first be used to build the 
Eufaul~ Dam in Oklahoma on the Canadian River. The 
Little Rock District was disappointed but the sequence 
of construction was undeniably logical. 

Why the Eufaula Dam in particular? Sediment stud­
ies and tests had shown that the Arkansas River car-

ried within its flow a fantastic proportion of sediment. In 
an average 24-hour period about 33,000 tons of sediment 
flowed past Little Rock. Over the period of a year that 
means that about 120,000,000 tons flowed by the city. In 
terms of maintaining a navigable channel, this represented 
a gigantic problem as the sediment would tend to clog 
channels, as well as create problems in operating 
machinery. 

Further investigations showed that the majority of the 
flowing sediment entered the Arkansas channel from the 
Canadian River in Oklahoma, thus it was natural that 
a dam be placed across that river, trapping the sediment. 
Naturally, the Eufaula Dam would help regulate flow 
into the Arkansas and also produce hydroelectric power. 

Bank Stabilization on the Arkansas River keep the meandering river within stable bounds. 
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Other dams within the Tulsa District, the Oologah on the 
Verdigris, the Tenkiller Ferry on the Illinois, the Pensa­
cola, Markham Ferry, Fort Gibson on th.e Grand (Neosho) 
River, and the Keystone on the Arkansas River will also 
serve to trap some sediment, store flood waters, regulate 
the flow of water into the Arkansas, and produce hydro­
electric power. 

Although the District could not begin major construc­
tion, its personnel were making detailed studies of the 
river, testing sites for the locks and dams, and trying to 
unravel problems of land owne:-ship. An aid in property 
settlements was the photographing of the entire length 
of the Arkansas channel within the State of Arkansas. 
This superb collage of aerial photographs is mounted 
around the four walls of the District mapping room in 
Little Rock and permits one to "see" the river in detail 
for well over 300 miles of its length in Arkansas. 

Regardless of what could be seen on the wall, most 
Arkansas leaders were concerned about what could be 
"seen" in the ''Tulsa First" policy. Congressional repre­
sentatives were asked to get the project underway in 
Arkansas. The immediate need was to raise the $55 
million ceiling put on expenditures by the 1946 Congress. 
In 1949 Congressman W. F. Norrell introduced legisla­
tion designed to permit the Little Rock District to initiate 
the project in Arkansas. His efforts were being coordi­
nated with Senator McClellan who, as Chairman of the 
Senate Subcommittee considering appropriations for the 
project, was in a favorable position to expedite it. Basic­
ally, the Arkansas delegation w~nted appropriations for an 
additional $1,100,000 to start the Dardanelle Lock and 
Dam; $2,000,000 to start bank stabilization work, and $300,-
000 to eliminate a sharp bend in the river near Morrilton. 
The real problem of obtaining approval seemed to lie in 
the House of Representatives which was less inclined to 
think in terms of massive appropriations. The Chairman 
of the Arkansas delegation, Reece Caudle of Russellville, 
tried to explain the position of Arkansas and said that 
Arkansas did not begrudge the money being spent on the 
Tulsa phase of the project, but only wanted to get the 
project underway in Arkansas as well. "We think it is 
time to proceed in Arkansas. Up until now not a dollar 
has been spent on the Arkansas plan in Arkansas." 

The $3.3 million requested of the 1949 Congress was 
translated into the River and Harbor Act of 1,950, which 
raised the l:eiling to $136 million but Congress did not 
appropriate any funds. 

The various River and Harbor Acts indicated what 
would be required of local communities. Local interests 
were told they would have the responsibility for providing 
port, terminal, and transfer facilities if they were to 
partake in the new era of river transportation. The Fed­
eral Government assumed responsibility for the cost of 
all altered highway routes and railroads. Some cities al­
ready had existing terminal "facilities," adequate to the 
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needs of river commerce as it existed at that time. The 
city of Little Rock owned a paved bank slope, and there 
were some privately owned log slips at sawmills and 
stave mills, and sand and gravel derricks and elevators 
at Van Buren, Dardanelle, Little Rock, and Pine Bluff. 

Just as Congress was indicating a willingness to 
appropriate more money and enable a more rapid devel­
opment of the river project, the Korean conflict in 1950 
returned the Little Rock District back into a military 
posture. Activity was not as feverish as it had been 
during World War II, but there was a demand for mili­
tary emphasis and curtailment of civil projects. Con­
gress chose to appropriate $1 million ·to initiate the Dar­
danelle phase of the project. But President Truman did 
not take the same attitude toward the conflict, and im­
mediately ordered the funds frozen. 

In the meantime the Arkansas River Basin Associa­
tion had been formed to promote the Arkansas River 
project. The Association organized and coordinated vari­
ous civic groups seeking fulfillment of the project and 
served to keep the issue of the project before Congress. 
The Association decided that its major effort should be 
directed toward securing funds necessary to begin, if 
not complete, the bank stabilization part of the project. 
Fred A. Smith, Executive Director of the Association, led 
a delegation to Washington in early 1952 to get the 
project moving again. Specifically, the Association wanted 
Congress to appropriate $12 million for bank stabiliza­
tion on the Arkansas River. The Federal budget had 
included $2 million for the work, but the Association, 
back by statistics, was certain that the sum was pitifully 
inadequate. Colonel Hans W. Holmer, Little Rock Dis­
trict Engineer, gave two examples of the pressing need 
of bank stabilization work on the Arkansas River. He 
noted that the ri'p~r had recently cut away 200 feet of 
the river bank at a point in Conway County, and he said 
that at another point, 16,000 acres of land were threat­
ened with flooding. Colonel Holmer said that a flood 
gate, costing $120,000 would solve the problem of the 
flooding. 

Members of the Association were unhappy over the 
fact that the House Committee on Appropriations had 
turned down their previous request for funds for bank 
stabilization as well as funds required to initiate the 
planning stage for several of the dams. Captain C. W. 
Thomas, Commandant of the United States Coast Guard 
District II, supported the demands of the Association, 
saying that the development of the Arkansas River was 
essential to the industrial and military future of the 
United States. He believed that industry should be lo­
cated centrally in the nation if vital plants were to be 
protected from missile attack, and that industry itself 
would have to move in that direction because of the 
dwindling water table along the coastal areas. 

The year 1952 proved to be a critical year for finan-
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Schoolboys on Skip Day head for the shores of Lake Darda­
nelle on the Arkansas River near Russellville, Arkansas. 
There are 22 recreation areas around the lake. 

cial action. President Truman's budget fell far short of 
what the Arkansas delegates considered essential to the 
bank stabilization program. Senator McClellan announced 
that he would ask for $7 million more than requested 
by Truman's budget, and supported his request with a new 
report by the Corps of Engineers. The report showed 
that stabilization work was in critical need for a least 
nine points along the river. Senator McClellan distributed 
copies of these reports to Representatives Norrell and 
Hays in the House of Representatives and requested that 
they initiate the move for additional appropriations in 
the House. Former Representative David D. Terry (1933-
1942) was on hand to support the demands with a film 
showing large sections of banks caving into the Arkan­
sas River. The House Appropriations Subcommittee 
viewed the film, and heard the appeals of various inter­
ested groups and associations in the weeks following. 
By February 23, 1952, groups of Arkansans were demand­
ing ever increasing sums of additional appropriations for 
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bank stabilization work. The request jumped from $7 mil­
lion, to $8 million, to $12,332,000 and finally to $14 million 
by the end of March. One group pointed out the "folly" 
of building set-back levees instead of more permanent 
structures to combat bank caving. 

After hearing all the arguments, viewing the films, 
and considering the urgency of the situation; the House 
Appropriations Committee recommended that the $2 mil­
lion originally recommended by President Truman be 
appropriated. In unusual moves the House upped the 
appropriations from the recommendation, and voted in 
$5 million for the program, then the Senate upped the 
appropriation to $7 million and the Budget Bureau was 
authorized to release that amount into the bank stabiliza­
tion program of the Arkansas River project. 

While the ultimate decision was considerably less than 
had been demanded, it represented an even greater suc­
cess than could be reasonably anticipated. Congress was 
slashing appropriations in that year. This particular Pres-



Groundbreaking for Dardanelle Lock & Dam June 12, 19.57. 
Left to Right: Senator John L. McClellan; Congressman 
Brooks Hays; Major General E. C. Itschner; and Senator 
J. W. Fulbright. 

idential appropriation request was being increased beyond 
his request, while Congress was cutting the national flood 
control money by 28 percent. The river and harbor 
projects for the entire nation was cut by 34 percent, and 
appropriations for a dam and drainage project on the St. 
Francis River were denied entirely. The Appropriations 
Committee stated in no equivocal terms that "the civil 
works program should be subservient to the defense needs 
of the nation," and recommended that no new projects 
be started during the existing (Korean) emergency. 

The success of the. Arkansas legislation in maintaining 
and augmenting the appropriation recommended by the 
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President was due in no small part to the President him­
self, for in spite of his original action in freezing the 
funds for the Dardanelle project in 1951, President Truman 
had come around to accepting the argument that the 
Arkansas project was "necessary · to the defense effort." 
Representatives Brooks Hays and Jim Trimble had urged 
him to accept this position in trying to get the President 
to release the Dardanelle appropriation. The President's 
endorsement of the program as part of the defense effort 
undoubtedly had much to do with the success of the ap­
propriation effort. Representative Hays said of the Presi­
dent's endorsement that his action was "highly signifi­
cant," because the project supports now had valuable sup­
port from the administration and from the Army Engi­
neers in the quest for Congressional appropriations. 

The bank stabilization program was initiated, even 
though the locks and dams were still in the planning 
stages. By the end of 1952, ·it could be reported that bank 
stabilization projects were well underway at Dardanelle 
Rock, to Reed's Ferry, upstream to Morrilton Cutoff to 
downstream Morrilton Cutoff, and White Bluff to Jeffer­
son County free bridge. 

The development of the Arkansas River multipurpose 
project from that time forward was tethered to the strug­
gle for funds. 

The end of the Korean emergency and post-war de­
mands for economy has conspired together to tighten 
up the economy and reduce civil projects. It was during 
the Eisenhower era the river project suffered even more 
than usual from economic famine. By 1955 requests for 
bank stabilization funds were being cut by two-thirds and 
more, and the House Appropriations Committee was refus­
ing to grant money for the beginning of construction 
of the Dardanelle Dam. Once again this brought about 
another seige of ,iobby activity by river project sup­
porters. The House reinstated much of the money that 
had been cut from the project, and Representative Ed 
Edmonson took advantage of the mood reversal by offer­
ing an amendment providing for $450,000 to begin con­
struction on the Dardanelle Dam, and .the same amount for 
the begInning of the alr-important Eufaula Dam in Okla­
homa. The Amendment passed by a vote of 112-87, and 
the bill was sent to the Senate where the Dardanelle 
amendment was also approved and the bank stabiliza­
tion appropriation was upped beyond the amount adopted 
by the House and requested by the Budget Bureau. Sen­
ator McClellan, in a joint statement with Everett T. Win­
ter, Executive Vice President of the Mississippi Valley 
Association, explained that the Corps of Engineers w.as 
usually conservative in preparing their cost estimates, and 
that the Corps was equally conservative in preparing their 
cost ratios. The expenditures would be more than 
equalled by the benefit derived. 

The more dams that could be completed or at least 
well underway in the Tulsa District, the more practical 



Working model of Dardanelle Lock, Dam and Powerhouse, built by Diswict employees was displayed at the Worlds' Fair in New York 

became the dams on the Arkansas in the Little Rock 
District. Work on the Oologah Dam had begun in 1950, 
but was stopped by civilian curtailments of the KOrean 
war. As a result of the 1955 appropriations, the next year 
witnessed the resumption of work on the Oologah Dam, and 
the Eufaula and Keystone projects were commenced, thus 
the proper sequence for- the Arkansas projects were un­
derway at the same time that the preliminary work for 
the Dardanelle Lock and Dam project was initiated. The 
Dardanelle Dam could not be closed until the key dams 
in the Tulsa District were in operation. 

It was in June of 1954 that Colonel Staunton L. Brown 
arrived to assume the post of District Engineer. Since 
Colonel Brown's tenure coincided with the commencement 
of :the Dardanelle Lock and Dam, he would be one of 
the District Engineers who guided and pushed construc­
tion on the project. Colonel Brown was kept at his post 
for four years, during which time he and his family de­
veloped lasting friendships and established a personal 
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fondness for the area. As with several other District 
Engineers who were concerned with this project, Colonel 
Brown returned to make Arkansas his permanent home 
upon his retirement in 1963. 

The sequence of construction of the river projects was 
determined by different standards in the Little Rock Dis­
trict. In this District the sediment problem was not as 
much a factor as were the Tulsa projects designed to 
minimize the problem. Logically a good starting point 
would be Lock and Dam No.1, working upstream from 
that point, taking advantage of the navigational facilities 
to move equipment upstream. 

As the District began to let contracts on the various 
locks and dams, contractors either utilized existing roads 
or built them if they were not. In some cases the Corps 
itself assumed the burden of surfacing access roads, and 
relocation of highways and electric transmission lines. 
The general criteria was whether or not it was the project 
that made these improvements necessary. Once a project 



'L':;e suction dredges remove shoals from Arkansas River 
Navigation Channel below Toad Suck Ferry Lock & Dam 
near Conway, Arkansas. 

was completed and accepted by the District the new 
access roadways were turned over to the counties for 
maintenance. 

River stabilization continued to be the major effort 
while locks and dams were being planned. Plans, specifi­
cations, and cost estimates were checked again, and much 
use was made of the. Waterways Experiment Station at 
Vicksburg. Scale models were used to test flow patterns 
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and bank stabilization needs. Unsatisfactory foundation 
studies for Ozark Dam caused the Engineers to move the 
site ten miles downstream eliminating Lock and Dam No. 
11. Dr. H. A. Einstein, son of Dr. Albe:r;t Einstein, had 
also been called in for consultation on the project. The 
remainder of the locks and dams kept their original 
numerical designations. 

Realignment of the channel included the bypassing of 



tight loops and sharp bends in the river. In all, the river 
route was shortened 40 miles. The strides of modern tech­
nology enabled a progress beyond the wildest dreams of 
the early District Engineers. In the 1890's the only type 
of equipment available for dredging out channels or re­
moving solid embankments was the old dipper dredge. 
That dredge was essentially a steam shovel on a barge, 
and utilized chains as the strongest possible flexible line 
available at that time. The old dipper dredge usually 
operated a bucket capable of scooping up about one cubic 
yard at a time. Using that piece of equipment it was con­
sidered a "pretty good day's production" to move a .thou­
said cubic yards of material. During the 1920's and 1930's, 
the size of the bucket increased to an average of three 
cubic yards as modern, tough, and flexible wire cables 
replaced the brittle chains, but the dipper dredge was still 
basically the same. As the Arkansas River project pro­
gressed, the age of technology came in digging the 
Fourche Cutoff. A huge dragline was hauled in by Mc­
Ginnes Brothers, Incorporated, of Houston, Texas. The 
cutoff was to be a 240-foot ditch, varying in depth from 
30 to 34 feet, a job that might have taken years to 
complete using old equipment. The McGinnes dragline 
had a scoop capacity of 11 cubic yards. It completed the 
cutoff in eight months. 

Even the capacity of this mammoth machine was 
dwarfed by the amount of material handled by the new 
suction dredges. While the Corps often counted on the 
river itself to scour away the new channel as partially 
opened by the contractors, it was sometimes necessary 

to fill in some areas and remove the loose material under 
the flowing water in other areas. 

The modern suction dredge was used to complete dredg­
ing on the Arkansas River. The suction dredge was es­
sentially a vacuum cleaner, sucking up the sand, mud, and 
water; transporting it through large diameter sections 
of pipe to "spoil" areas for deposit, all in one process. 

The modern 27-inch suction dredge could move ap­
proximately 1,500 cubic yards of material each hour. In 
1967 the Little Rock District advertised a contract calling 
for the removal of 21,400,000 cubic yards of material and 
specified a time limit of about four months. That would 
have entailed 60 years of work by the old dipper dredge. 

Bank stabilization, though less dramatic than dam 
construction, became an important task of the District. 

The Arkansas River did not submit to regulation with­
out frustrating the District and its contractors. For 
example, bank stabilization at Waring's Bend, south of 
Little Rock, had been completed when flood waters 
swirled in behind the work, undermined the pile footings; 
and washed out the whole works. There were other set­
backs, but most of those occurred while work was yet 
in progress. 

As with the machinery, new methods and innovations 
were rising to meet the challenge of the river. New pile 
drivers were now capable of driving the piles (approxi­
mately same size and diameter of telephone posts) at 
an amazing speed. At Waring's Bend, for instance, the 
new piles were driven 30 feet below the bed of the river, 
usually in less than 10 minutes each. Afterwards, follow-
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ing the usual procedure, the piles were tied together 
horizontally at the top (using noncorrosive heavy cop­
per wire), then large stones were dumped in forming an 
embankment around the piles. River 'currents deposit 
silt and debris in the crevices to form a new bank. Be­
hind this new bank calm waters release suspended sedi­
m~nt. In time the areas fill with sediment, becoming 
prime farm land, and in the meantime the river is forced 
to follow the channel restricted by the dikes. 

By constricting the river channel to a narrower bed, 
the river current scours the channel to navigation depths 
and reduces dredging operations. Naturally, the river was 
less stable in the rock-free alluvial valley downstream 
from Little Rock, and proportionately greater efforts 
were required there to contain the river. The average 
land lost per river mile through caving upstream from 
Little Rock was two acres and downstream from Little 
Rock was 7.65 acres. 

If property lines were in dispute before channel recti­
fication was undertaken, then surely the situation was ag­
gravated afterwards. Although farmers and other prop­
erty owners were accustomed to the river's changing ways, 
it was only natural that they would seek compensation 
when the Engineers channel improvements affected their 
land. 

A farmer in Jefferson County brought suit for $10,000, 
basing his claim on the loss of 35 acres of his 225-acre 
arm, and alleging that he would not have suffered this 
loss were it not for the new channel created by the Corps. 
In court, the Engineers proved that if it had not been for 
the river improvements, the surg:jng river would have swept 
away practically all of the farmer's low pasture. Charts 
were produced to show that the river had been in the pro­
cess of eroding away the complainant's land previous to 
the construction and that his land had actually been im­
proved and stabilized by the Corps improvements. The 
courts long ago set precedents that the Government could 
not be held responsible for losses suffered by individuals 
when improvements were being created for the benefit of a 
larger community of people or, as in the case of the Ark­
ansas project, an entire region. 

On April 1, 1958, Colonel Arthur M. Jacoby succeeded 
Colonel Brown as District Engineer. Colonel Jacoby, too, 
would be deeply involved with the Arkansas River project, 
and would be the District Engineer during 1958-1960. Like 
Colonel Brown, Colonel Jacoby set down roots -and made 
many friends, and upon his retirement he purchased a 
piece of property over-looking Lake Dardanelle and built 
his home there. 

Colonel Jacoby was succeeded by Colonel John C. Dal­
rymple who assumed the post in August of 1961. Colonel 
Dalrymple remained at the post for less than a year as he 
was promoted to Brigadier General and appOinted Chief 
of the North Atlantic Division. The vacated position was 
filled by Colonel Charles D. Maynard, who was District 
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Engineer during 1962-1965. 
Colonel Maynard had studied under Colonel Staunton 

Brown at West Point, and the association was carried 
further when Maynard, like Brown, also chose to make 
Arkansas his home upon retirement. 

By 1960 Congress was voting more and more funds for 
the continuation of the Arkansas project, but the battle 
was not over by any means. In a speech 'before the Little 
Rock Chamber of Commerce, Donald O'Toole, a Chicago 
financier and president of the Mississippi Valley Associa­
tion, exhorted Arkansas and other interested people to keep 
to the task, and to consider the argument that the failure 
to complete the program would be a shameful waste of 
national resources. It would amount to a weakening of 
the "second line of American defense," i.e., a viable and 
vigorous economy, one that could command leadership in 
the world's trade markets and one that could meet the 
competition for increased trade. Colonel Robert R. Rob­
erton echoed his sentiments, observing that "History is 
replete with chronicles of civilizations that have risen and 
fallen as they succeeded or failed in their efforts to develop 
and maintain water resources: 

"It it of more than academic interest that the advance 
of early western civilization followed the development by 
those surprisingly competent Roman Engineers of water 
supply projects throughout Africa, Europe, and Western 
Asia. Of even greater significance is the fact that destruc­
tion by the Goths and the subsequent neglect of these 
great water systems was a major contributing factor to 
the decline of the Roman Empire. We must see that false 
econonlY does not do to our civilization what the barbarians 
did to the Roman Empire." 

The people did stay behind the project, and the govern­
mental leaders had the foresight to understand its impor­
tance to the regional and national economy, and to the 
ever increasing denwmd of the water supplies of the nation. 

In 1960 construction began on the low-lift locks and 
dams. Work on the first stage of the DardanelIe Lock and 
Dam was essentially completed in that year, and a con­
tract was awarded for the building of the spillway. 

The election of John Kennedy in 1960 and his proclama­
tion ofa "New Frontier" policy added further national 
support followed accordingly. Along with the new era 
came new quarters for the Little Rock District headquar­
ters: On Friday December 14, 1961, personnel began the 
move into a spacious new Federal building on Capitol 
Avenue in Little Rock. For the first time since the District 
had been recreated in 1937, all of the District Office per­
sonnel were under one roof." 

The Corps of Engineers had expanded and contracted 
as national emergencies arose, but the trend was for great­
er and greater service, and with corresponding increases in 
full-time personnel. This normal expansion had meant that 
by the early 1960's District personnel were scattered in four 
separate buildings - the Gay Building, the Lyons Build-



Second stage cofferdam protects construction area of Lock 
& Dam No. 3 on the Arkansas River near Swan Lake, Ar­
kansas. February 1968. 

ing, 555 Building on Broadway, and the Harrel Building 
on Third Street. 

The new Federal Building was to include other govern­
mental offices and services, but the Engineers were com­
fortably located on the 6th and 7th floors, with paNS of 
the 1st, 3rd, and 5th floors being used as needed. Over 
4,000 pieces of furniture and equipment were moved with 
typical engineering efficiency, and within three days it was 
"business as usual" for the District Office employees. 

In his first annual budget request President Kennedy 
asked Congress to allocate the full sum of money requested 
by the Basin leaders, and even though Congress did not 
always honor the President's request in full, the total pro­
ject now had full support. The deadline for the completion 
of the project, announced by Major General E. C. Itschner, 
Chief of Engineers, in 1956, was revived, so the year 1973 
became the target date. 

Since the Little Rock District was simultaneously divid­
ing its energies with the White River projects and other 
major dams, the District made arrangements with other 
Districts to take some of the workload. In February of 
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1961, the Vicksburg District retained responsibility for 
maintaining the existing levees and revetment works along 
the lower portion of the Arkansas River below Pine Bluff, 
and the Little Rock District became free to devote its 
energies to channel improvement and stabilization. A few 
months later the Tulsa District was assigned the job of 
designing all the locks on the Arkansas River navigation 
project, except the one which was already under construc­
tion at Dardanelle, leaving the Little Rock District with the 
designing of the dams. The Tulsa District was acting as a 
subcontractor for the Little Rock District, a common intra­
governmental procedure. The Tulsa District later had to 
share this workload with Fort Worth, Texas, and Buffalo, 
New York, Districts. 

By 1962, under the now accelerated program, planning 
and design of several of the lock and dam projects were 
either complete or in the final stages. Core boring at the 
sites was under way in 1962. In 1963 contractors were doing 
preliminary work on Lock and Dam No.1, and at Lock No. 
2, with the other contracts being let in rapid succession 
after that. 



The present District Offices are located in the Federal 
Building in Little Rock. (Center) 



Dedication ceremony at Dardanelle Lock & Dam May 13. 1966. Congressman .James W. Trimble is at the lectern. 

Each construction site was unique. The construction 
projects upstream from Little Rock were more predictable 
because the solid rock bedding was closer to the surface. 
In the alluvial plains downstream from Little Rock, the 
contractors faced problems of shifting sands and embedded 
clays. Contracts allowed for some adjustments for unfore­
seen conditions. 

In June of 1964 construction work began on'Lock and 
Dam No.3, and Lock No.2. Lock No.2 was a special situa­
tion in one respect, for of all the locks and dams in the 
project in Arkansas it was the only one that was not con­
structed in conjunction with the dam. Dam No.2, in fact, 
was located on the Arkansas River at NotreLes Bend, just 
below the point where the Arkansas Post canal diverts the 
navigational channel to the White River, while its com­
panion lock was located on the Arkansas Post canal itself, 
about ten miles distaJtt. 
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Also in 1964 construction was begun on Lock and Dam 
No.4 at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. To the people at Pine Bluff 
the final taming of the river held special significance, for 
of all the major cities on the river, Pine Bluff had suffered 
most. 

Pine Bluff seemed to have been the special target of the 
river especially in times of flood water. The early District 
Engineers, such as Captain Taber, had tried valiantly to 
erect "permanent" improvements to save the city, but the 
river remained unperturbed in its independence of action 
until the sharp bend was bypassed by a new navigation 
channel. The locks and dams along the Arkansas River 
itself were not designed for flood control, but rather for 
navigation and power. Once the reservoir pools had filled 
to their operating levels, the river continues to flow 
through the dams unhampered and as it has always flowed. 

In 1965 Colonel Maynard retired to be succeeded by 



Dardanelle Lock & Dam and Powerhouse near Russellville, 
Arkansas. The 54-foot lift of the lock is the highest lift on 
the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River Navigation System. 

Colonel Frank P. Bane. Although Colonel Bane would be 
the District Engineer who would preside at the opening 
of the first lock and dam, he, like all of his predecessors, 
was quick to reject any personal credit for the accomplish­
ment, noting, that his predecessors had "done their home­
work well," and he had only to continue what they had 
started. 

In 1965 and 1966 the remainder of the Arkansas River 
projects within the Little Rock District was placed under 
construction. Lock and Dam No.6, named after one of the 
most consistent supporters of the project, David D. Terry, 
was started in January of 1965. In March work began on 
Lock and Dam No.5, located just below a difficult river 
loop known as Brodie Bend. Brodie Bend was one of those 
loops bypassed by the District in the interest of a shorter 
and better channel. In April, just one month after con­
struction had been initiated at Lock and Dam No.5, work 
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began on Lock a)l.d Dam No.7, located at Little Rock near 
Cammack Heights. This dam is near an attractive wooded 
bluff where a visitor center and observation point are 
planned. 

After construction was initiated on Lock and Dam No. 
12 (Ozark) in June of 1965, and Lock and Dam No.8 in 
December of 1965, Lock and Dam No.9 in January of 1966, 
and Lock and Dam No. 13, in April of 1966, Colonel Bane 
announced that the great Arkansas River project had 
reached the half-way point, considering the work that had 
already been accomplished. Job applications were being 
received from persons interested in operating the locks 
and dams, with the stipulation that while no experience 
was require~ applicants had to be in good physical condi­
tion and be able to swim. 

The question of the existing bridges and their effect on 
orderly traffic on the Arkansas was a critical one. In 1965 



Norrell Loc:k & Dam at the c:onfluenc:e of the White River 
and the Arkansas Post Canal, experienc:es high Mississippi 
River and White River stages that allow river traffic: to pass 
without loc:king through. 

the Army Engineers believed that it would be necessary to 
replace only six of the 17 highway and railroad bridges 
across the Arkansas River, that the remainder could be 
altered to permit barge traffic to travel under them. The 
minimum clearance specifications on which the Corps based 
the river traffic was a horizontal clearance of 300 feet and 
a vertical clearance of 52 feet . . Little Rock presented a 
special problem, because while some of the bridges could 
accept barge traffic, the channel could not be aligned with 
those openings as they existed. Pulaski County Judge Arch 
Campbell had once actively advocated that a tunnel be 
constructed under the Arkansas for vehicular traffic be­
tween Little Rock and North Little Rock to ·alleviate the 
problem. The amount of traffic was insufficient and the 
proposal was shelved. 

In mid-1967 Lock and Dam No.1 was co~pleted. On 
June 2, Colonel Bane, accompanied by the contractor, 
various dignitaries, interested citizens, newspapermen, and 
District employees, rode the first tugboat to be "locked 
through" Lock and Dam No.1 at the entrance to the 
Arkansas River project. As though to symbolize its last 
gesture of defiance, the Arkansas River provided such an 
abundance of water that on this particular occasion the 
Lock and Dam was functioning, but the water was as high 
on one side of the dam as on the other. The lock and dam 
was accepted by the District with only a few minor reser-
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Six bridges at Little Roc:k needed altering or replac:ement 
to ac:c:ommodate modern barge traffic: on the Mc:Clellan-
Kerr Arkansas River Navigation System. In all, 16 bridges 
in the Distric:t were to be altered or replac:ed. 

vations concerning a restraint chain on a walkway and the 
placement of a light. 

When Colonel Bane left in December 1967, the total 
navigation program was 65 percent completed, and the an­
nual operating and construction budget for the District 
was averaging $100 million. 

In 1967, Colonel Charles L. Steel replaced Colonel Bane 
as District Engineer. He was in command when the Ark­
ansas River was opened for navigation, an occasion that 
was celebrated with the official ceremonies marking the 
dedication of the David D. Terry Lock and Dam, October 
4, 1968. With the closing of that dam the reservoir pool 
backed up to Little Rock, and navigation of the lower por­
tion of the Arkansas was possible. 

On December 31, 1968, Colonel Steel,accompanied by 17 
river supporters and newsmen from Little Rock, North 
Little Rock, and Pine Bluff, made an inspection tour of the 
channel. The inspection revealed that the navigation facili­
ties were ready, and that the Coast Guard was installing 
the final navigation aids. Colonel Steel officially announced 
the channel as open to navigation. However, since the 
river was high and turbulent, he cautioned against any 
undue haste in trying to lock through with larger tows. A 
small tow belonging to the Eugene Luhr Construction 
Company had been locked through Locks 1 and 2 as early 
as March 23, 1968. The tow had consisted of a small work-



F-ourche Creek floods at Little Rock in January 1969. City and county officials called upon the District forils$'istilrle~' 
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The First shipment of butyl rubber passes through Murray 
Lock & Dam near Little Rock on the Arkansas River in 
April 1971. 
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Pleasure boats lock through Toad Suck Ferry Lock & Dam 
near Conway, Arkansas on the Arkansas River, June 1971. 
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Six-Barge tow in Murray Lock & Dam December 1970. 
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First Barges aFl'ive at Little Rock Port January 4, 1969 with 
steel from Wheeling, West Virginia and Pittsburgh, Penn­
sylvania. 



boat, Mike and two barges loaded with miscellaneous 
items of construction equipment. An excursion boat, a 
small sternwheeler, the Border Star out of Kansas City, 
paddled into the newly reopened port city of Little Rock. 
Even considering its relatively small dimensions, 105 feet 
by 23 feet, it was unable to negotiate under the old bridge 
system during high water stages at Little Rock, pointing 
up the need for the completion of the new or altered 
bridges. 

Several barge companies were hoping to be first to take 
their barges through Lock and Dam No. 1. On December 
31, 1968, Union Barge Lines towboat Arkansas Traveler 
nosed two steel-laden barges into the lock, and proceeded 
upstream to David D. Terry Lock and Dam (No.6) to 
tie up through the night of Friday, January 3rd. The intent 
was to arrive in Little Rock Saturday, January 4th, for 
welcoming ceremonies and the official opening of the port, 
the first commercial traffic on the Arkansas River since 
the opening of that segment. The Arkansas Traveler was 
manned by two. east Arkansas brothers, Lloyd Murphy and 
Ken Murphy. The tow was accompanied during most of the 
channel journey by a new Corps of Engineers river patrol 
boat, the Dumas. 

State Senator Carl Sorrells, Congressman Wilbur D. Mills 
and Governor Winthrop Rockefeller participate in pool rais­
ing ceremonies November 25, 1969 at Lock & Dam No. 9 
on the Arkansas River near Morrilton, Arkansas. Similar 
ceremonies were held at the locks and dams between Little 
Rock and Fort Smith. Each participant received a "Button 
Pusher" certificate. 
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Work boat fleet at Lock & Dam No.3 August 1969. 

Lloyd Holbeck, in an article on the Arkansas River 
project, noted that the year 1969 might well be called "The 
Year of the Arkansas River" if Chinese descriptive terms 
were assigned to years. Certainly that year saw the ripen­
ing of the first fruits of this project. While river traffic 
was slower than anticipated in the first few months, the 
volume and the tempo accelerated rapidly. 

During 1969 work was completed on the six locks be­
tween Little Rock and Fort Smith and navigation was de­
clared open to the Arkansas-Oklahoma State line December 
29, 1969. 

By March of 1970, Jerol Garrison of the Arkansas 
Gazette reported the Arkansas River was already a "major 
vehicle for international trade." Hundreds of thousands of 
tons of material, including bauxite, soybeans, grain, chemi­
cals, steel, lumber, rock, salt, pipe and paper began moving 
on the Arkansas River. Colonel Steel retired in July from 
the Army, remaining in Little Rock and was succeeded by 
Colonel William C. Burns. By the end of 1970, navigation 
had been declared open to the upstream end of the project 
at the Port of Catoosa, near Tulsa, Oklahoma. 

On January 5, 1971, President Nixon signed the Act re­
naming the $1.2 billion project as the McClellan-Kerr 
Arkansas River Navigation System, honoring two U. S. 
Senators, John L. McClellan Arkansas arid deceased Robert 
S. Kerr of Oklahoma. Several locks and dams were re­
named by the same Act, honoring other historic boosters 
of the river project. 

As Senator McClellan said at the official ceremonies 
opening the Arkansas River: "This is truly the American 
valley of the future -:- it is today the valley of promise, of 
progress and prosperlty." 



Dardanelle Marine Terminal and resident office visible above upper lock mitre gates. 
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Commercial boat docks on the Arkansas River expanded 
rapidly to meet demands of pleasure boaters who wanted 
to use the new waterway. (Twin Rivers Marina upstream 
from Murray Lock & Dam and Little Rock.) 



Since Then 

In 1971 the Arkansas River Navigation project was re­
named to honor the two United States legislators who had 
been most instrumental in its creation, Senators John L. 
McClellan of Arkansas and the late Robert S. Kerr of 
Oklahoma. The legislation which created the McClellan­
Kerr Arkansas River Navigation System also provided for 
recognizing some previous name changes of individual 
features, such as the David D. Terry Lock and Dam, but 
one new name-change authorization caught the fancy of 
the American public. Lock and Dam No.8 was to take the 
name Toad Suck Ferry Lock and Dam. 

The name "Toad Suck" was one well-rooted in Arkansas 
Faulkner and Perry County history. As early as 1823 there 
had been a ferry crossing near the present site of the 
Corps structure, and near that crossing was a rustic tavern 
where the weary travelers could quench their inevitable 
thirst. Called the Toadsuck Tavern, local legend accounted 
for the name as deriving from the drinking habits of the 
patrons. The oft-told story is that the wayfarer would 
"suck in so much liquor that they would swell up like 
toads." Whether or not that is the definitive history, the 
name was so curiously attractive that it stayed with the 
ferry crossing long after the collapse of the tavern. When 
the State took over the operation of the ferry in 1956 the 
name remained, but historians feared its demise with the 
completion of Lock and Dam No.8, for that structure pro­
vided for a two-lane high-level roadway. As a segment of 
Arkansas State Highway 60, the new bridge was the natural 
conclusion to 133 years of ferry crossing, but determined 
local interest saved the name by attaching it to the new 
structure. 

The fact that Lock and Dam No.8 had been designed 
to accommodate a highway was a significant development 
in itself, for the original concept of the Lock and Dam had 
not included this feature. It was at the request of the 
Arkansas Highway Department that design and structural 
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changes were made for the accommodation, and the AHD 
had also assumed the additional cost of design and struc­
ture. At the same time similar commitments were made 
for Locks and Dams 3, 4, 9, and 13. Under the agreement 

Toad Suck Ferry Lock and Dam, near Conway, Arkansas. A 
bridge was built over this dam in 1971, similar to the struc­
ture completed over Lock and Dam 13 in 1978. 



both State funds and Bureau of Public Roads funds were 
used to construct the bridge and bridge approaches. 

The Toad Suck bridge and temporary approaches were 
completed in 1970. Formal dedication took place on Sunday, 
September 27, with the Honorable Wilbur D. Mills, Con­
gressman, Second District, as the principal speaker. To 
further insure the safety of the name "Toad Suck" there 
would be a formal dedication of a historical marker at the 
site of the traditional landing. Lt. Gov. Bob Riley on that 
occasion commended the efforts of the Faulkner County 

Historical Society, and assured the assemblage that with 
the name "Toad Suck" so "firmly implanted" it would be 
possible for the adults to communicate to the young the 
rich history and traditions of the area. 

In 1976 funds were received from the Federal Highway 
Administration to award a contract for a bridge super­
structure on Dam No. 13. This span, to link Highway 22 
east of Barling with Highway 64 east of Van Buren, was 
the second such structure to be completed under the co­
operative ~rrangement. The bridge was accepted in 1978. 

Dedication of the McClellan-Kerr Navigation Project 

The target date by which the McClellan-Kerr Naviga­
tion Project was to reach its goal, Tulsa, had been estab­
lished as December 31, 1970. As that date approached, 
interest in a dedication of national significance began to 
mount all along the waterway in general, and in the Tulsa 
area in particular. The Tulsa Chamber of Commerce, 
recognizing the preeminent position of that city as the 
head of Navigation, marshalled the support of various 

local and regiQnal organizations to assure that the dedica­
tion would' be memorable. On a statewide level, the 
Governor ·of Oklahoma appointed an "Admiral's Com­
mittee" to attend to the overall planning, with Tulsa Dis­
trict Engineer Colonel V. W. Pinkey actively participating 
in the planning sessions. 

From the earliest planning stages it was anticipated 
that President Nixon would attend the dedication, and with 
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President Richard M. Nixon dedicates the McClellan-Kerr Navigation Project June 5, 1971. 
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his assent a suitable date was planned around his schedule. 
As plans and dates were being formalized the Admiral's 

Committee attended to the matter of commemorative coins 
and the Presidential medallion, all to be affixed to a 
suitably impressive dedication plaque. Publicity informa­
tion was distributed to the area media, facilities were con­
structed, secret service instructions were followed, and the 
dedication date of June 5, 1971, arrived without incident. 

At the ceremony President Nixon addressed a congenial 
crowd of approximately 30,000, noting that the completion 

of such a major project represented the triumph of bold 
vision over the skepticism of those with less imagination. 
"By undertaking a vast project that some called impossible 
and others called worthless and making it a success, you 
have demonstrated once again the vitality of the Ameri­
can tradition of daring great things and achieving what 
we dare." 

On the plaque which was unveiled at the ceremony 
were the simple yet powerful statements, "Conceived in 
Dust, Cradled in Flood, Created by Men." 

Fee Program and Contract-Staffing 
One of the persistent problems facing the Corps has 

been the effort to maintain recreational areas in the face 
of mounting costs and public resistance to use-fees. The 
earlier experiments were considered unsuccessful because 
of haphazard collecting and ill-defined advantages. Public 
Law 93-81 (1973), attempted to define the advantages by 
tethering fee collection to a comprehensive package of 
facilities and services, including flush restrooms and 
showers. The effect of this law was to eliminate all but a 
few of the sites, and make collections more difficult. 

In 1974 Public Law 93-303 relaxed some of the more 
stringent requirements of camp sites, thus qualifying the 
majority of the parks within the Little Rock District. 
Problems of fee collection, professional staffing, public 
relations and vandalism persisted, however, until an experi­
mental, innovative program was tried and proved. The 
idea was the brainchild of Richard B. Groves, resident 
engineer for Table Rock Lake. From his own camping 
experience Groves knew that the most conscientious 
campers seemed to be the reti;red couples who came in 
their Recreational Vehicles (RV's), and these same people 
were normally considered out of the job market. Why not, 

reasoned Groves, try to use this talent on a seasonal live-in 
basis? Offered a free trailer site and utilities, plus a 
monthly salary to be decided on a bid-basis, Groves. cor­
rectly assumed that many retired couples would be eager 
for the opportunity to camp free while earning a supple­
mental income. Groves submitted his suggestion to the 
District, and was awarded the title "Suggester of the Year," 
a cash award, and a Presidential note of appreciation. 

The plan, instituted on an experimental basis in 1974, 
proved to be an unqualified success. Aside from collecting 
fees, the contract couple provide many services, depending 
on their particular agreement, but their on-site presence 
alone helped to bring about a dramatic reduction in 
vandalism and abuse. With the improvements, campers 
were no longer reluctant to pay the $2 to $3 fee for the 
specified areas, and about 45 parks in the District were 
stilI available free of charge. The immediate success of the 
idea has led to national acceptance in the Corps system, 
and even to adoption by some private campgrounds. It 
seems that the "Ma and Pa" system, as one writer called 
it,' evokes a spirit of "us" among the campers, as com­
pared to the "you-or-me" of the previous arrangement. 

Disasters and Assistance 
The Spring of 1973 seemed to be particularly violent, 

with frequent tornado sightings and unusually high winds 
throughout the season. Fortunately many of the tornados 
never touched down, or if they did it was away from 
settled communities. The exception had to come, and come 
it did on May 11, at Harrison, Arkansas. On that date 
winds rocketing along at 73-miles-per-hour blew across 
the Eagle Heights area causing such damage that many 
residents thought they were being caught up in a tornado. 
Despite the damage the community escaped without 
fatalities. 

The Little Rock District responded "almost immedi­
ately," according to the mayor of Harrison, and that little 
city was soon crawling with men and equipment brought 
in from Bull Shoals, Norfork, Table ·Rock, and Little Rock. 
May~r Hugh Ashley thanked the Corps profusely on be-
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half of the community, noting that the three days of work 
by the Corps amounted to greater accomplishment than 
the city crews could have achieved in six months! 

In mid-afternoon of March 23, 1976, the little town of 
Cabot, Arkansas, was much less fortunate. Cabot was 
devastated by a tornado which seemed to rip through every 
structure in the community. In snaking a 10-mile path 
across the county and through Cabot the tornado did more 
than $7.7 million in damage, according to Mayor Willie 
Ray. The twister, described by some as twin tornados, took 
five lives, injured dozens of others, shattered downtown 
Cabot, and destroyed more than 300 dwellings. One State 
Police lieutenant, watching the cleanup operation, observed 
that the debris removal amounted to nothing less than 
"moving Cabot to the dump.'" 

The Corps responded to the crisis, both in providing 

I. Pat Hutchings, "Contracting with the Corps-for Cash and a Camp­
site, "Trailer Life," January 1975. 

2. J.E.D., "On the Inside," Harrison Daily Times, May 14, 1973. 
3. Arkansas Gazette, March 31, 1976. 
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District employees provided assistance in the aftermath of 
the tornados that struck Harrison in 1973 (top) and Cabot 
in 1976. (Left) 



immediate support, and then in supervlslng the removal 
of debris. Colonel C. E. Edgar, III, District Engineer, ap­
pointed Bill Moore as the engineer-in-charge for the 
project, bids were received from construction companies, 
contracts were let and the clean-up process was underway 
even as survivors planned for the future. 

One noteworthy development coming out of District 
efforts in the cleanup was the announcement that two of 
the supervisors would be women. Carolyn K. McDaniel and 

Carolyn C. Jones were somewhat apprehensive about the 
assignment, but found that there was no "hassle." Bot!t 
would be highly praised by Bill Moore, and deeply apprecl­
ated by the local citizens. 

Within three weeks the engineers had contractors haul 
away about 200 truckloads of debris, or a.bout 7,500 cubic 
yards of wreckage and rubble. The people of Cabot were 
already planning for a brighter tomorrow. 

Floods 
Following a comparatively wet fall and early winter, 

the rains began in earnest in January of 1973. The rains 
continued with increasing intensity and duration through­
out February, with no forecast of relief. The District be­
gan to prepare itself for a flood fight. 

Flooding in the Little Rock District would be caused by 
two conditions: backwater flooding in the Mississippi 
basin, and runoff overflow from the upper Arkansas and 
White River drainage basins. Little could be done about 
backwater flooding, except to maintain levees, but the 
White River runoff condition could be controlled within 
limits by the storage capabilities of the reservoir system. 
By withholding water in periods of maximum runoff, and 
gradually releasing that water during slack spells, the 
District was able to cut flood damages significantly. 

The crests on both the Arkansas and the White River 
would come in late April. The high flow would bring 
Arkansas traffic to a halt, as Locks 3, 4, 5, David D. Terry, 
Murray, Toad Suck Ferry, and 9 had to be closed to navi­
gation at one time. It was almos! exactly a month before 
the River could again be reopened to traffic, and it was 
still another month before the River returned to its banks. 
At Little Rock and North Little Rock local flooding was 
experienced in low areas, and sandbags and pumps were 
furnished to officials of North Little Rock. 

The White River flood control system was able to man­
age flood runoff to a large extent because of its capacity 
to store excess water. At the upper end of the system 
Beaver went over the spillway for the first time since it 
was completed in 1965, but the other reservoirs were able 
to contain the surplus without complications. As the White 
River crested, sandbags were used to prevent failure of 
the Jackson County Levee District levee between Newport 
and Jacksonport. The District Flood Emergency Center 
was activated on a limited basis on April 21, and on a 
round-the-clock basis on April 23 as the crest began to 
pass. 

Blue Mountain Lake and Nimrod Lake reached the top 
of their flood control pools by the time that the runoff 
slackened, with the reading at Blue Mountain (419 mean 
sea level) being the second highest on record. 

The Arkansas River flood crest at Little Rock was 
successfully minimized by the reservoir system in the 
Tulsa District. The crest was only 3.2 feet above flood 
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stage despite the fact that the flow was 375,000 cfs, as 
compared to the average flow of 40,000 cfs. Even better 
statistics were revealed in the facts that the system had 
prevented flood losses of $8.4 million in the Arkansas 
River Basin, while the White River system had prevented 
losses of some $16.7 million. 

The flood did effect work that was in progress, as the 
District had to commit much of its resources to the flood 
emergency, and even more significant resources had to be 
committed to post-flood recovery operations. The post-flood 
operations included damage surveys and debris clearance, 
rebuilding of park facilities, repair of damaged flood pro­
tective works, repair of channel improvement structures, 
and restoration of navigation on the Arkansas River. 

Activities which were affected by the flood included 
work at the Ozark Powerhouse, where a problem had 
developed in setting the downstream draft tube gates. It 
was discovered that it was impossible to set those tube 
gates as long as the river flow exceeded 50,000 cfs. Navi­
gation too was affected by more than the temporary ex­
pedient of being halted; the high flows had brought with 
it major shoaling, and damage to bank stabilization struc-

1973 flooding in Little Rock. 



ture. Fortunately for navigation, the removal of the old 
Main Street bridge at Little Rock (in the interests of im­
proved navigation), progressed despite the high river 
stages, and the new bridge work remained on schedule. 
Both the new Main Street bridge and the Highway 64 
bridge at Fort Smith were completed in June of 1973. 

Since the matter of navigation was uppermost in the 
minds of the shippers, several representatives of the tow­
ing industry met with the Arkansas Waterways Commis­
sion and the LittleRock District staff to discuss immedi­
ate problems. Among those serious problems, other than 
shoaling, was that of determining where the channel 
thalweg (the deepest part of the flow line) might have 
shifted. The District coordinated with the Coast Guard in 
developing detailed plans to insure an accurate survey, and 
adequate dredging capability after channel identification. 
Bids were opened for two maintenance dredging contracts 
on April 24th. Two additional dredges were sought to 
alleviate the serious shoaling problems downstream from 
all locks and in the upper end of the Arkansas Post Canal. 
The River system was in good condition within a short 
time, and most of the camping and recreational facilities 
along the White River system were ready in time for the 
season. 

As often happens, a flood year will follow a flood year, 
and 1974 proved the point. The 1974 high-water problems 
were actually two different problems at two different 
times; Spring flooding caused by cloudbursts falling di­
rectly on the affected area, and Fall high-water resulting 
from heavy rainfall in the upper Arkansas drainage basin. 

On June 7 farmers along the Black and White Rivers in 
Arkansas and southern Missouri were warned that they 
might experience additional delays in their spring planting, 
due to "present and expected" heavy rainfall. The District 
Engineer had issued the warning because of the heavy 
rains which had already saturated the soils and diminished 
the flood-storing capacity of the reservoirs. The Corps 
was trying to minimize the water release in order to hold 
river stages low enough for farmers to tend their crops, 
and in order to do that only minimum amounts of water 
had been released from Norfork and Bull Shoals dams. 
Thus the flood pools were already above normal, with 
some 1.3 million acre-feet of flood waters impounded. 
Normally this stored water could be released slowly dur­
ing the dry summer season, but 1974 would have no dry 
summer season. 

Starting on the morning of June 8 the rains came with 
biblical ominousness. The storm struck southeast Little 
Rock at about 10 :3~ and while it lasted only 20 minutes 
the intensity was remarkable. 60-miles-per-hour winds, 
accompanied by heavy rains, felled large trees, ripped an 
airplane from its "secure mooring," tore down utility lines, 
wrecked cars, and inundated low lying areas. From this 
traumatic beginning Arkansas went on to have one of the 
worst months of its historical existence. In only 18 days 
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Despite high lake levels at White River Basin lakes in 1974, 
picnickers made use of park facilities that were not com­
pletely inundated. 

Little Rock had double its normal June rainfall, and 
record low temperatures were set on June 24, 25, 28, and 29. 

In the reservoirs of the White River system the June 
rains raised the flood pools to higher readings, much to 
the consternation of boatdock owners. In the Arkansas 
River reservoir system, within the Tulsa District, those 
flood pools were also filled and the excess had to be ·re­
leased to continue down the Arkansas. The Little Rock 
District Engineer, Colonel Donald G. Weinert, could only 
issue warnings to the farmers along the Arkansas River, 
and to the people engaged in river commerce. 

At Little Rock the river flow jumped to 70,000 cfs on 
Friday (Nov. 9), 150,000 cfs on Monday, and to a high of 
204,000 cfs on Thursday, Nov. 15. At Ft. Smith the River 
crested at 28 ft., but its flow was nearly four times the 
normal rate and thus barge travel was adversely affected. 
Fortunately the rains in the upper basin were letting up, 
and by mid-November the Tulsa District reservoirs were 
able to control the runoff. By December 12, at Little Rock, 
the flow was down to a near-normal 50,000 cfs. 



Visit of Chinese Engineers 

One of the more interesting announcements coming out 
of the District w as that of an impending visit by a delega­
tion from the People's Republic of China . The visit, a 
direct outgrowth of the President's historic visit to China, 
was arranged by Dr. H enry Kissinger at the request of 
the Chinese leaders. Their tour into the Little Rock Dis­
trict was a segment of a larger 7-week tour of various 
insta llations of unique hydro-technical interest. 

The Chinese study delegation of ten members was 
escorted by State Depa rtment security personnel. There 
was little forewarning of the visit, as the delegation ex­
pressed the wish that no itinerary be published and that 
their stops not be given prior pUblicity. The delegation 
also requested that social activities be kept to a minimum, 
but protocol demanded certain a m enities. Upon their ar­
rival (May 10, 1973) they w ere taken immediately to the 
capitol, where they received a n official welcome from Gov. 
Dale Bumpers , represented by Lt. Gov. Bob Riley. That 
night they were feted a t a dinner a nd reception, which 
was k ept r elatively informa l at their r equest. 

On the n ext day the delegation was all business, visit­
ing Ozark Lock and Dam. They were intently interested 
in a ll aspects of the operation, from the lock mechanism 
to the floodga t es, to the inclined turbines. On Saturday 
they toured the D a rdanelle Lock , D a m , and Powerhouse, 
then returned to Little Rock for briefing on sedimentation 
control. 

Sunday was a day of relaxation, as the group visited 
Greers F erry Dam and enjoyed a picnic in the Corps pa rk 
area. On the next day, May 14, after evincing sincere 

goodwill a nd appreciation, the delegation depa rted for 
Phoenix, their next stop. The visit was adjudged to be a 
great success in every respect. 

The delegation of Chinese visitors tour the Ozark Lock and 
Dam Control Room, led by Jesse W . Story, Ft. Smith Project 
Engineer (center). 

The Bicentennial 

In the early period of our n a tion the national birthday 
was celebrated with elaborate displays of useful skills~ In 
that r espect the Little Rock District was a lready prepared 
to celebra t e the Bicentennial even before a special pro­
gram was devised, for nothing could better demonstrate 
national vitality than the immense projects which had 
been brought into being by the District. Perhaps it was 
this pride in accomplishment which m a de it imperative 
to excel in celebra tion of the Bicentennial. 

In consultation it was decided that the m ajor thrust of 
the District activities would be in the dedication of a 
time capsule, a nd in the preservation of the historic site 
of the Cadron Settlem ent. 

The time capsule idea captured the imagination of 
everyone, and offers of support poured in from throughout 
the State. Spurring even greater interest was the notifica ­
tion that the Time Capsule Project had been recognized 
as a n Army Bicentennia l Insta lla tion- the first Corps 
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Bicentennial activity to be so recognized. As a n adjun ct 
to this recognition the Project was regist ered by the 
National H eadquarters for Bicentennial Activities, bring­
ing national attention to the undert aking. 

The capsule would be constructed of heavy stainless 
steel, with dimensions of 12" x 12" x 31" . When sealed, the 
capsule contained over 19,000 microfilmed pages of ma­
terial, as weI! as selected a rtifacts. The types of micro­
filmed m at erial included m essages and drawings from 
Arkansas school children, cha rters of the Boy Scout Coun­
cils in Arka nsas, lette rs from Arkansas municipal, county 
and state officials, and even notes from inmates at Cum­
mins st a t e penitentiary. Mat erial specifically relating to 
Corps activities in Arkansas included histories, documents, 
charts a nd photos, a s well as a rtifacts . 

The permanent home of the capsule was to be the 
Murray Lock and Dam Visitor's Center, but since it was 
not yet completed the capsule was temporarily located 



The District's Cad ron Settlement Park maintains a backwoods atmosphere, located at the historic Cadron Settleme nt site in Faulkner 
County. The park was dedicated in 1976. 
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Stops like these along the Arkansas River allowed visitors to 
go aboard the "Sgt. Floyd," a towboat transformed into a 
museum for the Bicentennial. 

near the lock and dam, sealed in a 7,000 pound pyramid­
shaped concrete enclosure. At formal dedication cere­
monies, held on June 14, 1975, Arkansas State Historian 
Dr. John Ferguson was the principal speaker, expounding 
on the theme of time and change. 

Two years later, with the completion of the Visitor 
Center, the capsule was relocated to its permanent housing, 
not to be opened until the year of the Tricentennial cele­
bration. The dedication of Murray Park (June 15, 1976) 
was recognized as part of the Bicentermial activities, and 
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was a major focus of community activity. Among the in­
dividuals and agencies who had worked with the District 
to bring about this event, credit should be given to Dr. 
Fred Williams of UALR, the Little Rock Parks Depart­
ment, and the Little Rock Junior League. At the cere­
mony Colonel Charles E. Edgar III, officially handed over 
to Mayor George Wimberly a lease authorizing the city 
of Little Rock the right to use, operate, and maintain 
Murray Park, as of that moment. After the dedication 
program the crowd was entertained by music and art 



presentations, and by a water show. 
A second District Bicentennial activity, a park located 

at the historic Cadron Settlement site in Faulkner County, 
near Conway, was the suggestion of the Faulkner County 
Historical Society. Utilizing a rustic theme throughout, in 
keeping with the historic setting, the completed park was 
called "another gem" by a local writer.' The Cad ron Set-

tlement Park was dedicated in May of 1976, with Lt. Gov. 
Joe Purcell as the featured speaker. 

During the Bicentennial year the District also arranged 
for a visit of the "Sgt. Floyd," an old towboat which had 
been transformed by the engineers into a floating museum. 
The "Sgt. Floyd" was incorporated into many county 
Bicentennial celebrations along the River. 

Inclined-Axis Generators 
One of the more technically interesting developments 

within the District in recent years was the installation of 
inclined-axis generators at Ozark Lock and Dam Power­
plant. The concept essentially involves tilting a power 
generator to a 12° angle above the horizontal, as a means 
of developing hydroelectric energy from a low-head pool. 
Design and layout problems were immense, but not in­
surmountable, and the extra expenditures were somewhat 
compensated for in the fact that there was a considerable 
savings over conventional excavation. 

After overcoming such problems as cracked shafts, 

faulty couplers and broken bolts, Unit No.1 was put into 
operation on November 17, 1972, followed by Units 2, 3, 
and 4 in 1973. The last Unit, No.5, was placed into com­
mercial operation on May 3, 1974. 

By April of 1977 total generation had reached the 
1,161,945,000 kilowatt level, or the equivalent of energy 
which could be generated by 1,191,305 barrels of oil. In 
fuel alone this represents a savings of $8,517,834 to elec­
tricity consumers. The Ozark Powerplant has to be con­
sidered a solid engineering achievement, especially when 
considered alongside the national energy crisis. 

Inclined-axis generatin9 units at Ozark Lock and Dam Powerplant near Ozark, A rkansas. 

4. Log Cabi n Democrat, May 17, 1976. 
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District Employees Honored 

In 1975 the Department of the Army established the 
Gallery of Distinguished Civilian Employees, as a way to 
honor those who had contributed so much. The Little 
Rock District was eager to pa rticipate in the program, 
and was one of the first of the Districts to initia t e the 
nominating process. A committee of senior employees was 
created to sift through suggestions, a nd they chose eleven 
long-time retired or deceased employees to be honored 
with the highest award, that of Distinguished Civilian 

The Shorty Baird pushes a work barge' on the Arkansas River. 
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Employee. In subsequent years there have been four 
additions, bringing the total to 15 so honored.' Pictures 
of the Gallery recipients are prominently displayed in the 
District headquarters. 

An additional recognition was given to one of the 
original recipients, Robert L. "Shorty" Baird, when in 1977 
the District christened its newest towboat the M / V Shorty 
Baird, a fitting tribute for a man known to his contempo­
raries as "Mr. Arkansas River." 

5. See Appendix B for a listing of Gallery Employees. 



Visitor Center Receives Award 

In October of 1976 the District held an Open House to 
honor the award-winning structure design at Table Rock 
Lake Resident Office and Visitor Center. Carrying through­
out the theme of "Man and Nature in the Ozarks," the 
recently completed Center received the Corps' 1977 Dis­
tinguished Design Award, a presentation made on the basis 

of selection by a panel of professional architects. The 
Center complex includes an auditorium, exhibit area, 4-
seasonal aspect display, and nature trail, and is placed in 
a setting of natural beauty along the shore of Table Rock 
Lake. 

The Year of the Drouth 

During the summer of 1976 Bull Shoals Lake dock op­
erators were complaining about excessive water. By early 
winter all the concessionaires were complaining, only this 
time it was about the lakes being too low. Greers Ferry 
was 17 feet below normal, Beaver Lake was down 21 feet, 
Norfork Lake was down 19 feet, and Bull Shoals was 
down 11 feet. The worst was yet to come. 

The situation created a confrontation of classic pro­
portions and basic priorities; the dock operators demanded 
that the Corps reduce drawdown in order that the water 
levels not be further lowered; the Corps could only reply 

Members of the public take part in the Annual Greers Ferry 
Lake Cleanup. 
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that recreation was a corollary of the reservoirs, not a 
reason for their existence, while the production of hydro­
electric energy was one of the justifications for the project. 
However true, it was a difficult argument to accept, for 
recreation had become a major economic factor in the 
communities surrounding the reservoirs. 

The petitioneers were basing their hopes on the fact 
that Congress had directed that a study be made to ex­
amine the feasibility of including tourism and fish and 
wildlife aspects in managing lakes. That study, however, 
was far from completed and thus could have no bearing 
on the situation. Colonel Edgar did suggest to a meeting 
of interested citizens that they might further their cause 
by a presentation of factual evidence, but until the 
priorities were changed nothing could be done about power 
drawdown. 

The marketing agency for the hydroelectric power, 
Southwestern Power Administration (SPA), was asked to 
alleviate the problem by drawing energy from elsewhere, 
but could not comply since other nearby regions were 
having similar drouth conditions. Only in one instance did 
the drawdown for power cease, when the water level of 
Norfork Lake dropped so low that it created a water 
supply emergency for the city of Mountain Home. In 
order to compensate the SPA for its loss of power, Presi­
dent Carter signed an appropriation that allocated an 
additional $6.4 miIlion to that agency to buy power from 
other sources. 

The situation worsened as the drouth continued through 
the remainder of 1976, then extended into early 1977. Since 
the early part of the year is usually a time for storing 
excess water, the continuing drouth seemed particularly 
ominous. Van Buren and Cleburne Counties were desig­
nated as disaster areas, and by February Representative 
John Paul Hammerschmidt was asking that the Counties 
of Boone, Baxter, Benton, Carroll and Marion be added to 
the list. Public pressure continued to mount against further 
power drawdowns as recreation seemed to be bearing a 
heavy burden. 

February proved to be the valley month of the dry spell, 
for in late February arid early March intermittent rains 
began to occur in the White River basin. While the rains 
were light they were at least adequate to hold existing 
water levels, and to begin rebuilding impoundments. As 



early as April 1977 most lake levels in the Basin were near 
their conservation pool elevations, but it would be a long 
time before flood pool elevations would be reached. 

The question of Lake management and extended pri­
orities is still under study and on schedule and expected to 
be finished in 1982. 

If there was one group willing to see a temporary re­
turn of the drouth it was the Greers Ferry Lake Associa­
tion. Just as they were organizing their Eighth Annual 
Cleanup, in co-sponsorship with the Corps of Engineers, 

the rains came, threatening the low-water conditions which 
were ideal for such activity. The annual affair has become 
an event in itself, bringing the people of the community 
together for both work and play. After the work of the 
cleanup, spirits are revived by a fish fry, live musical 
entertainment and general good fellowship. The activity 
has gone a long way toward reminding lake users that 
littering affects the natural beauty of the environment, 
and with that lesson littering becomes less of a problem 
with each passing year. 

The New Mattie 
About the only positive aspect of the prolonged drouth 

was the October 1976 rediscovery of the wreck of the New 
Mattie, a paddlewheel steamboat which had been lost after 
springing a leak on February 17, 1900. The cargo had been 
salvaged shortly afterwards, but the rotting remains of the 
hulk had been forgotten until the receding waters of the 
White uncovered the historic relic. The find excited engi­
neers, archeologists, and the news media, and a hasty 
examination was conducted before the wreck would be 

reclaimed by the river, perhaps forever. 
A capstan (winch-type device> was removed to become 

part of a mobile, historic exhibit, but the bulk of the 
investigation consisted of surveying, measuring and photo­
graphing the remains. 

After one more brief appearance, in June of 1977, the 
New Mattie is again reposing in its watery grave as before, 
but perhaps not so thoroughly forgotten. 

Annual Inspection Tour of 1977 
The Annual Inspection Tour of 1977 afforded an excel­

lent opportunity to examine the river as affected by the 
prolonged drouth conditions of 1976-1977. Because the 
situation had been severe in Arkansas, there were many 
groups and agencies anxious to be on board the inspection 
vessel, the Arkansas Explorer. As always, the inspection was 
also conducted as a floating forum for a meeting of engi­
neers, politicians, and concerneq groups. For 1977 Con­
gressmen John Paul Hammerschmidt and Jim Guy Tucker 
would be aboard, just as Senator McClellan, the "daddy of 
the whole thing," had been aboard for the 1976 tour. 
Among the other guests for limited segments would be 
mayors, members of Chambers of Commerce, representa­
tives of waterways commissions, representatives of the 
Arkansas Game and Fish Commission, State Conservation­
ists, power officials, levee boards, and port authorities, all 
in a tightly regimented schedule and all paying their own 
way. 

While the tour was rather routine work for the engi­
neers and technicians, it was an impressive experience for 
the civilians and media who were fortunate enough to be 
part of it. No other presentation can so demonstrate the 
enormity, technological achievement, and success of the 
McClellan-Kerr Project as this journey through that por­
tion included within the Little Rock District. All who par­
ticipated emerged with a better appreciation not only for 

the accomplishment, but for the need of the Project. 

Senator John L. McClellan, during the Annual Inspection 
Tour of 1976, with his administrative aide, Robert L. Snider. 

Deauthorization of Water Resources Projects 
In 1977 Colonel Charles Edgar III, District Engineer, Lone Rock Dam on the Buffalo River. The two projects, 

announced the deauthorization of two District projects; authorized 39 years ago, were among the 275 which Con-
the Water Valley Dam on the Eleven Point River and the gress had automatically cancelled in early September, 1977. 
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Opal L. James 

In late June of 1977 the entire District was stunned to 
hear of the senseless murder of a Corps Park Ranger. 
Opal L. James and his partner, David §lmaU, had been 
unfartunate enaugh ta came upon two escapees from the 
Oklahama State Penitentiary. Surprised in the act of an 
abduction, the convicts wounded Small and took Ja~es 
captive. James' body was recovered a few days later, but 
even though the killers were captured and sentenced to 
death, the District felt that James deserved more than 
vengeance. As the first and only Corps Ranger slain in the 
line af duty, the District wanted to honor James in a 
special way. 

The suggestion was made and accepted that a Blue 
Mauntain Lake visitor overlook be dedicated to James in 
afficial ceremany, and that his memory be further pre­
served thraugh creation of the Opal L. James Memorial 
Schalarship at Arkansas Tech University. The scholar~ 
ship, funded by voluntary contributions, is awarded an­
nually to a student majoring in parks and recreation, or 
in wildlife management. 

At the Visitor Overlook dedication ceremony, the family 
af James looked on with others as Colonel Dale K. Randels 
expressed the deep feelings of the Corps for Opal James 
and the ranger profession. 

In order to better cope with crime in Corps parks, the 
District in 1978 began to contract with local law enforce­
ment agencies to obtain increased patrol of park areaS. 
Contracts were awarded to 21 Arkansas law enforcement 
agencies, the District agreeing to pay the salaries of extra 
deputies who would be hired for certain months of the 
year. The effects were immediate; rowdyism and vandal­
ism were sharply curtailed to the peace and tranquility of 
campers and picnickers. 

Park Rangers and other District personnel attended the- Opal 
L. James funeral. 

Dam Inspection Program 

In recent years two spectacular dam failures have 
created a national awareness of the threat facing So many 
Americans, and brought a concomitant demand that the 
Federal government undertake an inspection of non­
Federal dams. Since these private dams are constructed 
at a rate of 25 to lover federal dams, they have created 
what one author called "a vast reservoir of danger.'" 

In 1977 President Carter signed an order authorizing 
the Corps of Engineers to begin a four-year program of 
inspecting some 9,000 non-federal dams. Described as "high 
hazard," the basic criteria calling for inspection was that 
the failure of the dam would result in substantial loss of 
life and property. 

Throughout the nation the Corps of Engineers sprung 
into action. In the Little Rock District teams of Army 
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Engineers prep.ared to inspect some 1,094 ' dams in Ar­
kansas, of which 69 were known to be in the high-hazard 
category. Many dams have alrea'dy been inspected .and the 
District is in the process of su'bmitting its reports. 

Federal inspection does not. carry legal responSibility, 
however, for the owners remain legally responsible'fol; any 
potential hazards created by their structures. , 

In order to further facilitate the inspections, the Little 
Rock District entered, into negotiations with.' the State of 
Arkansas, whereby the State would' conduct its owl!, in­
spection program. The Corps would· supervise the inspec­
tion and pay the State for the W()1"k. . 

All of this does not mean thatfhere can be no more 
dam faihires, but it does mean that there iscon.siderably 
less likelihood of a surprise failure. 

6. "The Search for Dangerous DamsO" Gaylord Shaw, Smithsonian, April, 
1978. 



Unveiling of the memorial plaque dedicating the Blue Mountain Lake Visitors' Overlook to Opal L. James. From left to right: District Rangers 
Charles Shelton and David Small. 
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The District Today 

Since the opening of the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas 
River Navigation Project, the system has justified every 
expectation. The 2.9 million tons of river traffic in the first 
year (1969) was exceeded by 37.6 percent in the next year 
of operation, and river tonnage has climbed steadily every 
year since, with but two exceptions; a period when high­
water conditions halted traffic for a month, and again 
during a brief interlude reflecting a nation-wide recession. 

The efficiency of the system has been such that rail 
and truck industries have become more competitive in 
order to retain their share of the hauling industry, to the 
overall betterment of the economy of the region. River 
commerce continues to be innovative, with successful ex­
periments including containerized cargos and use of 
extra-wide ocean-going barges, all to the advantage of 
transoceanic shippers. With this improvement in trans­
portation cost and diversification, new businesses have 
located along the river, lured by the availability of bulk 
transportation, as well as other plus factors. 

1977 did not begin like a year of destiny, but it ended 
up as one. The weather in January went on record as the 
fifth coldest in Little Rock history, and the river even 
crusted over lightly at Little Rock. Fortunately, the crea­
tion of a navigation system assured that the river would 
run too deep to freeze solid, as it had done in shallower 
days in 1918, thus commerce was not hampered. Traffic 
picked up steadily, so that by the end of 1977 the District 
was able to announce that commodity shipments for the 
year, 9.1 million tons, represented a 40 percent increase 
over tonnage moved on the Arkansas River for 1976, when 
a record 6.5 million tons had been recorded. The 9.1 mil­
!:on tons was another new record, and confirmed the 
steady growth of commercial barge traffic on the Mc­
Clellan-Kerr System, then concluding only its seventh year 
of operation. Both inboUnd and outbound shipments had 
showed a 64 percent increase, and even internal shipments 
had recorded a gain of 18 percent. 

District success in areas other than navigation and 
commerce was equally noteworthy. The five White River 
hydroelectric plants had generated more than 815,000 
megawatt hours, and the Dardanelle and Ozark power­
houses produc(!d 920,000 megawatt hours during 1977. This 
combined energy would be enough to support a city of 
some 150,000 population. 

The recreational aspects of the District must be ac­
co.unted as an extraordinary side benefit. In 1977 the Dis­
trIct recorded 9.3 million visitations at the District Parks 
along the McClellan-Kerr System, while the various fea­
tures of the White River system attracted visitations of 
2~.4 million in the same year. The total of these visita­
bons takes on even more significance when compared to 
the total estimated population of Arkansas computed 
at apprOXimately 2.2 million. ' 
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Within the first decade of operation on the River Navi­
gation System, a landmark was established. In 1978, fol­
lowing continuing increases in tonnage transported on the 
River, the District could proudly acclaim in April that a 
new monthly record had been established with the locking 
through of the motor vessel Miss Lily Peter and its nine­
barge tow. In that one month; by April 28, total tonnage 
had exceeded the one million ton mark. Colonel Edgar, a 
bevy of local officials and representatives of the media 
were on hand to witness the historic occasion, as the 
5,613 tons of bauxite and steel were locked through Lock 
and Dam No.4. Even the most optimistic backers of the 
navigation project had never anticipated the possibility 
in such a short time. . 

In June of 1978 Colonel Dale K. Randels assumed com­
mand of the District from Colonel Ernest Edgar. He noted 
the record-setting achievements of the District in 1977, and 
the pride of accomplishment shared by all District em­
ployees. As the early reports of 1978 began to come in, 
Colonel Randels confidently predicted that the year would 
be another time of record-breaking service to the State, 
both in recreation and in opportunities for industrial 
growth. Speaking to the press he foresaw the year 1978 
would be "recorded as a year of significant accomplish­
ments." 

The future looks brighter than ever. 

The Miss Lily Peter, with a nine-barge tow of bauxite. ~nd 
steel, upped the April monthly tonnage over the one million 
ton mark. 



The Little Rock Port was established along the Arkansas 
River. Within the complex is the Foreign Trade Zone, the 
only facility of its kind on the navigation system. 
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The Steel-hulled U. S. Engineer snag boat, "Arkansas" moors at Little Rock in 1920. 
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Cllptllin Thomas H. Hllndbury 
Feb. I, 1881 - Dec. II, 1883 

District Engineers 
1881-1893 

Mlljor Milton B. Adllms 
Dec. II, 1883-July 3,1884 

As the Arkansas and White Rivers in­
creased in ·commercial importance, the 
Corps of Engineers established an Engi­
neering office in Little Rock in 1881. 
Captain Thomas H. Handbury, as the 
first District Engineer, asked for a com­
plete survey of the Arkansas River so 
that a program of permanent improve­
ments could be formulated. That survey 
was completed to Wichita, Kansas by 
1885. 
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Cllptllin H. S. Tllber 
July 3, 1884-Dec. 19, 1893 



Captain Carl F. Palfrey 
Dec. 19, 1893 -Aug. 16, "894 

Lt. Robert McGregor 
Mar. 3, 1899 - Mar. 13, 1901 

District Engineers 
1893-1906 

Lt. W. L Sibert 
Aug. 16, 1894-Sept. 14, 1898 

Captain Charles L. Potter 
Mar. 13, 1901 -Apr. 27, 1901 
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Captain H. C. Newcomer 
Sept. 14, 1898 - Mar. 3, 1899 

Captain Graham D. Fitch 
Apr. 27, 1901 -July 24, 1906 



Captain W. D. Connor 
July 24, 1906-0ct. 31, 1908 

Major Clark S. Smith 
Sept. 19, 1910-Aug. 30, 1912 

District Engineers 
1906.1915 

Captain G. R. Lukesh 
Oct. 31, 1908-Dec. 7, 1908 

Major E. M. Markham 
Aug. 30, 1912-Mar. 10, 1913 
June 10, 1915-0ct. 13, 1915 
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Major M. L. Walker 
Dec. 7, 1908-Sept. 19, 1910 

Captain A. B. Putnam 
Mar. 10, 1913 -June 8, 1915 



Major E. J. Dent 
Oct. 13. 1915- Mar. 22. 1917 

Major R. P. Howell 
Sept. 22. 1919- Mar. 3, 1920 

District Engineers 
1915-1921 

Lt. Col. G. P. Howell 
Mar. 22. 1917-Nov. 13, 1917 

No major Corps of Engineer civil works 
activities were begun in the Little Rock 
District during World War I and when 
hostilities ceased, the National interest 
in river improvements died. River com­
merce was in a waning state and District 
operations, because of funding, was re­
duced to necessary snagging. Eventually, 
the District's functions were moved to 
Memphis April 27, 1921 where Major 
John N. Hodges, District Engineer, con­
tinued in command until 1923. 
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P. R. Van Frank 
Nov. 13, 1917-Sept. 22, 1919 

Major John N. Hodges 
Mar. 3, 1920 - May 21, 1923 

(Memphis District from Apr. 27, 1921) 



Lt. Col. S. L Scott 
July I, 1937 - Dec. 18, 1940 

Col. A. M. Neilson 
Apr. 2, 1942 - Nov. 28, 1943 

District Engineers 
1937-1946 

When the Little Rock District was re­
organized in 1937, it included the water­
shed of the Arkansas River from Pine 
Bluff, Arkansas to the Rocky Moun­
tains. It extended into Oklahoma, Texas, 
Kansas, Colorado and Missouri, as well as 
Arkansas. Lieutenant Colonel S. L. Scott, 
the new District Engineer, and seven 
civilian employees and the District Exec­
utive Officer, Captain Lester Rhodes, 
opened for business in temporary quar­
ters at the old Board of Trade building 
at Second & Scott in Little Rock. 

Col. William A. Davis, Jr. 
Jan. 4, 1944 - Jan. 15, 1945 
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Col. T. F. Kern 
Dec. 18, 1940-Apr. I, 1942 

Col. Roy D. Burdick 
Jan. 15, 1945 - Apr. 23, 1946 



Col. S. E. Salloway 
Apr. 23, 1946-July 30, 1948 

Col. Thomas J. Hayes III 
Oct. 16, 1952 - Aug. 9, 1953 

District Engineers 
1946-1958 

Col. Thomas A. Lane 
July 30, 1948-Jan. 10, 1950 

Col. Joe A. Clema 
Aug. 10, 1953 - May 23, 1954 
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Col. Hans W. Holmer 
July I, 1950-0ct. 15, 1952 

Col. Staunton Brown 
June 21, 1954- Mar. 31, 1958 



Col. Arthur M. Jacoby 
Apr. I, 1958-Aug. 6, 1961 

Col. Frank P. Bane 
Aug. I, 1965- Dec. II, 1967 

District Engineers 
1958-1970 

Col. John C. Dalrymple 
Aug. 7, 1961 -July 8, 1962 

Col. Charles L. Steel 
Nov. 24, 1967-July 31, 1970 
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Col. Charles D. Maynard 
July 10, 1962-July 31, 1965 

Col. William C. Burns 
Aug. 13, 1970-June 3, 1972 



Col. Donald G. Weinert 
July 24, 1972 - July 25, 1975 

District Engineers 
1972-1978 

Col. Charles E. Edgar III 
June 25, 1975 - June 25, 1978 
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Col. Dale K. Randels 
June 25, 1978-



The Gallery of Distinguished Civilian Employees 

Paul E. Adams 
Chiaf, Comprehensive Basin Planning Branch 

1935·1971 

Erwin D. BlakneIV 
Comptroller 

1919·1958 

Robert L. Baird 
Civil Engineer, Construction Division 

. 1927·1970 

Harry 6. Bozarth 
Personnel Officer 

1926·1971 

III 

Robert 6. Barbour 
Comptroller 

1929·1976 

Imogene Browning 
Supervisor, Word Processing Section 

1938·1970 



The Gallery of Distinguished Civilian Employees 

William K. Finefield 
Chief. Real Estate Division 

1936-1973 

William E. Pilcher 
Chief. Finance and Accounting Branch 

1922-1963 

Clinton M. Greer 
Chief. Design Branch 

1932-1960 

Wendell W. Ralphe 
Chief. Construction Division 

1930-1971 
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Howard C. McKinney 
Chief. Real Estate Division 

1933-1963 

Edward F. Rutt 
Chief. Engineering Division 

1929-1971 



The Gallery of Distinguished Civilian Employees 

Delbert A. Schmand 
Chief, Construction-Operations Division 

1938-1974 

/ 

lincoln F. Sherman 
Supervisory Construction Engineer, Dardanelle 

1927-1963 

H&rman C. West 
Chief, Supply Division 

1932·1969 
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l 

Flournoy W. Sims 
Chief, Foundations and Materials Branch 

1938-1964 
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