
Editor’s note: This is Part 2 of a 
multi-part series on the White River 
Bridge at Clarendon.

I
t’s not really a “bridge.” Parts of 
the bridge are indeed a bridge in 
the conventional sense—an ele-

vated roadway over a wide body of 
water—but most of our bridge con-
sists of a series of elevated bridge 
spans rising out of the bottoms of the 
Cache and White rivers. You can see 
its beauty and elegance at WhiteRiv-
erBridge.org/videos.

A main material used 
in building the bridge in 
1930 was hay to feed the 
mules that did most of 
the work. Mule drivers 
were primary work-
ers on the bridge. The 
construction heritage 
of the bridge is another 
reminder that all work is noble.

Along the entire bridge, you look 
down into the canopy of the trees 
of the Big Woods, 550,000 acres of 
bottomland of the White and Cache 
rivers. It holds an indigenous black 
bear population that was so isolated 
it was never hunted to extinction. A 
friend when canoeing alone in the Big 
Woods said of his experience, “I ex-
pected at any time to see a dinosaur.”

I got involved in saving the bridge 
because I wanted it to continue to 
stand as a shrine to our past. The 
2017 replacement for our beloved 1931 
bridge is a bridge that is modern, safe, 
functional … and aesthetically barren.

Experiencing the old bridge is a 
way for us to communicate with our 
ancestors and take the measure of the 
society they inhabited. If we keep los-
ing contact with that world through 
continuing demolition, we condemn 
ourselves to live in a one-dimensional 
world that is efficient, clean, straight 
… and lifeless. Yes, saving the Claren-
don Bridge is personal with me.

For four years we have been work-
ing with the federal government to 
get it to change its mind about tear-
ing down the bridge. I know and re-
spect the government. I worked for 
the government for a few years as a 
lieutenant in the United States Army, 
serving as a rifle and tank platoon 
leader in the 8th Infantry Division.

I met many skilled, dedicated 
government servants. My brigade 
commander, Col. George Casey, was 
one of those government workers. 
He once chose me to lead a mission 
which I accomplished. He wrote me a 
letter of commendation which I read 
every month or so. He was later killed 
in Vietnam, a major general, the high-
est-ranking officer killed in that war. 
I had the highest regard for him, an 
outstanding government servant.

I have that same level of respect 
for Keith Weaver, the manager of the 
White and Cache River Refuges op-
erated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service. And like General Casey, Keith 
is a dedicated, competent, and dis-

tinguished government servant who 
knows everything about the White 
and Cache refuges.

And, alas, he is my adversary in 
saving the bridge.

When we ordinary people think 
about the future, we think 30 or 40 
years hence. Keith Weaver and the 
Fish and Wildlife Service think 100 
years in the future. Keith envisions 
100 years, hence the refuge cleared of 
the by-then-long-forgotten old bridge.

But instead of a vi-
sion of the future built 
upon demolishing a 
singular symbol of 
Arkansas’ history, the 
Friends envision a fu-
ture in which both our 
Arkansas heritage and 
the conservation of the 

Big Woods are both carefully pre-
served and protected. Think about 
that 100-year time horizon: Imagine 
your grandchildren’s grandchildren 
in search of their very own dinosaurs 
on the nearly 200-year-old bridge 
looking down into a wildlife refuge 
unchanged by time and progress. 
Imagine also what it would mean for 
the vitality of the Arkansas Delta.

O
ur Friends group has devel-
oped a tourism plan for the 
entire Arkansas Delta cen-

tered on the bridge. For a copy of 
our plan, email me at porter@porter-
briggs.com. It builds tourism through 
water trailing, Civil War tourism, hik-
ing, biking, recreational flying, bird-
ing and agricultural tourism. Each of 
these activities have proven success-
ful in other parts of the country with 
tourist destinations similar to ours.

It can work in the Arkansas Delta.
But the Arkansas Department of 

Transportation has tentatively let a 
contract to tear down the bridge for 
$11.3 million. The law allows these 
same funds to be used instead to 
restore the bridge. Repurposing the 
bridge would cost the government 
about $6.3 million less than demoli-
tion.

I am the vice president of our 
Friends group. I live in Little Rock. 
Our other directors grew up in, or 
live in, Monroe Country, location of 
Brinkley, Holly Grove and Clarendon. 
It’s interesting to me that our group’s 
president, secretary and treasurer are 
all women. Historic preservation is 
a movement led mostly by women. 
Women know best to honor and pro-
tect the old. And they know we can’t 
let the modern world diminish our 
identity and heritage.

It’s personal. We must preserve 
this bridge.

—–––––v–––––—

Porter Briggs is a resident of Little Rock 

and vice president of the Board of the Friends 

of the Historic White River Bridge at Claren-

don, a 501(c)3 nonprofit.
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The deficit debate
D

o deficits matter? It’s a legit-
imate question, fully debat-
able, now more than ever.

It’s more easily answered in polit-
ical than economic terms.

Let’s begin with the easy—polit-
ically.

Deficits matter to Republicans 
when they’re out of office, but not 
when they’re in.

Out of office, they use the threat of 
rising deficits to assail big-spending 
liberals and argue for cuts in social 
spending for poor people, for whom 
they tend to lack respect.

The latest Republican idea is not 
to send poor people food stamps with 
which to get their own food, but to 
send them boxes of groceries.

It treats all poor people as panhan-
dlers. It’s an individual mandate from 
the government: Here’s your spaghet-
ti. Shut up and eat it.

——————
When a Democrat was president, 

House Speaker Paul Ryan warned 
that deficits would turn the United 
States into Greece. But 
now, when no Democrat 
is president, Ryan is hap-
pily accepting near-dou-
bling deficits.

Ryan embraces a pres-
ident in Donald Trump 
who once called himself 
“the king of debt.” That 
president has now sub-
mitted a 10-year budget plan that 
would send next year’s deficit soaring 
by more than 80 percent, by prevail-
ing estimate, back to north of a trillion 
dollars.

It would do that by the simply ob-
vious, by taking in less and putting out 
more. There would be less intake be-
cause of a large tax cut. There would 
be more output for the military and 
infrastructure.

That’s basic Reaganomics, arith-
metic turned on its head, which Re-
publicans still profess to regard as 
virtuous.

Republicans manage to present 
Democrats as the true culprits who 
won’t let them cut spending on poor 
people as much as they’d like.

Democrats, for their less-strategic 
part, act as if deficits matter whether 
they are in office or out. Their pres-
idents tend to get deficits down and 
assert good performance because of 
that.

Bill Clinton produced a surplus. 
Barack Obama ran the deficit up to 
$1.4 trillion at the start with essential 
stimulus, then got it down nearly to 
$400 billion before he left office.

No one much cared. Clinton’s vice 
president got beat, as did Obama’s 
logical successor. Well, in the elec-
toral college, that is. Both Al Gore and 
Hillary Clinton got more votes from 
… you know … Americans.

Republicans didn’t talk about 
Obama’s deficit coming down. They 

talked about the debt go-
ing up. You see, the debt 
will go up if we are piling 
on it an operating deficit, 
even an operating deficit 
going down year to year.

It’s the same branding 
cynicism by which an 
inheritance tax became 
a death tax.

Reducing deficits has never done 
nearly as much for Democrats polit-
ically as cutting taxes has done for 
Republicans.

Now to the hard part—to whether 
deficits matter economically.

Years ago, I was on a radio show 
with a college professor—sociology, 
not economics, let me hasten to say—
who said my deficit worries were silly 
because international economics is 
not about hard currency, but relation-
ships.

If China makes things and we buy 
them—and if we need money and 
China lends it as a solid investment 
because it needs for us to have the 
money and enjoys the earnings from 
lending it—then everything is in ac-

tual balance. Never mind the notion 
of dollars. Or so the professor said.

Dick Cheney said deficits don’t 
matter—that Reagan proved it.

As a candidate for president, 
Trump said deficits didn’t matter 
because we print our own money, 
as much as we need, and we can al-
ways pay creditors less than what we 
owe because it’s better for them than 
nothing.

Responding to that, a big Wall 
Street banker said, yeah, that’s true, 
and that’s what we do sometimes, 
but, gosh, we don’t need to be talking 
publicly about it.

T
here seems to be growing 
agreement that the simple ex-
istence of a budget deficit, re-

gardless of size, is not a problem if the 
economy is percolating well—that, in 
fact, a deficit can be the very founda-
tion of a well-performing economy.

But there persists the nagging no-
tion—even today, in this supposed 
era of relationships over hard cur-
rency—that a deficit can get so high 
as a percentage of the gross domestic 
product that it will cause inflation and 
high interest rates that stifle economic 
activity.

The late Dale Bumpers used to 
say he took comfort in knowing the 
United States could always erase its 
deficit with a simple national sales 
tax, if it came to that.

But I wonder: Does it matter how 
high that sales tax would need to be?

The best conclusion for the mo-
ment is that deficits don’t matter if 
managed during economic growth, 
but they matter if out of control and 
contributing to economic constric-
tion.

The key, then, is the calibration. 
Where is that magic balance?

The peril is that relationships are 
harder to measure than dollars.

—–––––v–––––—

John Brummett, whose column appears reg-

ularly in the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, is a 
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Is safety the priority?
Is there something I’m missing? 

Some reasonable decision priority 
that I misunderstood or failed to hear? 
How is it that Monticello and McGe-
hee can be favored with formidable 
new road construction when older 
secondary roads all over Arkansas are 
crumbling?

The expense of new road-building 
has to be several times greater than 
just resurfacing existing roads. Don’t 
get me wrong, I don’t begrudge any-
one in those towns for being fortu-
nate. But I do think that before new 
road construction is put into place 
that existing-roads repair must find 
a priority for the reason of safety and 
to lessen cost per mile on those who 
must endure traveling rural crum-
bling farm and market roads. What it 
means is that people who use these 
rapidly deteriorating roads will have 
more risk and will have to pay more 
for wear-and-tear costs.

The issue is: Should crumbling 
secondary state roads receive a higher 
priority or at least an even priority in 
funding with new road construction?

JEREMY THORNTON
Mena

Chaos on the island
On a recent January afternoon, my 

husband noted a voicemail from his 
son. He and his family live on the big 
island of Hawaii. “I love you, Pop,” 
he said. His wife and children were 
scattered on the island while he was 
captain of a boat offshore. He contin-
ued that he didn’t know what would 
happen, but he loved his father.

This family lived for 34 minutes 

in which they expected to die mo-
mentarily. They believed they were 
breathing their last breaths, the grand-
daughters only 11 and 13. They did not 
deserve this terror which they will 
never forget.

And what brought about this hor-
ror, this chaos? A state agency tasked 
with warning the islands of immedi-
ate missile attack. And what brought 
about this agency’s task? Threats 
from an erratic, egotistical dictator 
armed with nuclear missiles capable 
of striking Hawaii. And what brought 
about these threats? Threats from an 
erratic, egotistical wannabe dictator 
armed with nuclear missiles capable 
of striking North Korea. And what 
brought about these threats? The in-
fantile needs of puffery by the sitting 
president.

This brinkmanship is a vestige of 
a dangerous historical past and en-
couraged by the puddled drool of the 
assortment of characters surrounding 
him. They have presented him with 
a strange brew to shill as it seems 
Trump himself is an intellectual light-
weight, a nonreader, merely acting in 
the role of salesman.

One must hope in the next elec-
tion that this vulgar lout is turned out 
before his self-aggrandizement fur-
ther stains the office of the presidency 
and results in a future too awful to 
contemplate.

SUE JOYCE
Little Rock

On serving in-country
I believe Mr. Robert Fureigh is 

right to be indignant about service 
members receiving awards they did 
not earn. I served in the Air Force 
from 1967 until 1992, but never in Viet-
nam. To call me a Vietnam veteran, or 
even a Vietnam-era veteran, I feel is 
an insult to the service members who 
did serve there.

Don’t call me a veteran; I’m just a 
retiree. Thanks.

JIM HOWATT
Conway

In war-torn countries
The press is for the governed, not 

the governors. Those of you who saw 
Steven Spielberg’s The Post know 
that comment came from a Supreme 
Court justice in regard to the court’s 
favorable ruling on the Washington 
Post’s printing of the Pentagon Papers, 
which dealt with the Vietnam War.

Despite President Richard Nixon’s 
best efforts to sue the Post for possible 
breach of national security, the Su-
preme Court ruled that a free press is 
guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution.

For the uninformed, the Penta-
gon Papers proved that despite what 
Americans were being told by its 
leaders, we were indeed losing the 
Vietnam War.

In all probability, the same could 
be said about the Afghanistan war. 
We have been there nearly 17 years 
and have almost nothing favorable to 
show for it. The Afghanistan people, 
for the most part, seemingly don’t 
want us there because our fight 
against the Taliban is something they 
alone need to settle since it consists 
of only their own people. I heard the 
Afghanistan president say on national 

television that the war will go on for 
generations, with or without Ameri-
can assistance.

Prior to election, President Donald 
Trump promised to get us out of any 
more brushfire wars, but instead he 
has sent an additional 3,500 troops to 
Afghanistan. We are also reportedly 
paying 90 percent of the Afghanistan’s 
army’s cost.

Why is it we seem to think that 
after 17 years in that war-torn country 
we can win, and how do we define 
such? A civil war, such as that being 
fought in Afghanistan, should be left 
up to its own people to settle. What 
if Afghanistan had intervened in our 
Civil War? It is my belief that both the 
North and South would have united 
and chased the Afghanistan army out 
of our country.

VERNON McDANIEL
Ozark

Vietnam vets labeled
This is in regards to your article 

“Some Vietnam War vets riled over 
honors for all”: Bob Fureigh and Jeff 
Lashbrook are exactly correct in their 
views regarding the “in-country” Viet-

nam vet versus the “Vietnam-era” vet 
who saw no time in country.

I can tell you that after returning 
from Vietnam, veterans were labeled, 
“Oh, you’re one of those.” A friend of 
mine was called “baby killer” by a so-

called friend of 
his. Anytime a 
Vietnam veteran 
got into any trou-
ble, he was im-
mediately labeled 
as one who had 
served in Viet-
nam. Like Marine 

Dwight Witcher, I am not bothered 
much by this. It is ancient history now 
(just ask any younger person).

I grew a moustache while in Viet-
nam and my mother knew it. The first 
thing she said to me when I arrived 
home in Jonesboro was, “I thought 
you’d shave that off before you came 
home.” And that comment is from 
a mother of someone who survived 
Vietnam!

At least the Vietnam-era vets did 
not desert to Canada or use political 
connections to avoid the draft.

RICHARD HARRIS
Conway

Doug
Highlight




