
L
ike me, former U.S. Rep. Vic 
Snyder is concerned that some 
words have been shunted from 

their primary meanings. Regarding 
“elite” or “elites,” Snyder said in an 
email, “I fear we’ve taken a word that 
used to mean top-notch, like an elite 
military unit, and turned it into a term 
of denigration.”

He’s not wrong; considering his 
Marine Corps past, I think he knows 
just what the word should mean.

It hasn’t been just on one side, 
either. As Snyder told me, “It was a 
word clearly abused in a bipartisan 
manner.”

“Elite” since the 18th century 
meant “the best,” or as Oxford defines 
it, “a select part of a group that is su-
perior to the rest in terms of ability 
or qualities.” Now, however, a mid-
20th century secondary meaning has 
crowded out the first definition in 
favor of one that more accurately de-
scribes “elitist” (one who 
believes he is superior to 
others and thus entitled, 
or who believes in govern-
ment by the few), not the 
“elite.” “Elite” is a status, 
“elitism” is an attitude, and 
someone can be a member 
of the elite without being 
an elitist.

“Elite” is far from the 
only word that, in the 
political realm, has become a dirty 
word. “Fact,” especially as it relates 
to fact-checking, has come to mean 
whatever you believe to be true … 
whether it actually is or not. “Main-
stream,” once thought of as being the 
prevailing current of thought, has 
now come to mean liberal and bi-
ased. “Liberal,” of course, now means 
just about anything bad rather than 
“tending in favor of freedom and de-
mocracy,” per the Online Etymology 
Dictionary. “Patriot” no longer means 
“fellow countryman,” but someone 
who single-mindedly wants to defend 
his rights, especially against a govern-
ment that he believes abandoned him.

And yep, even “moderate”—which 
describes most people, considering 
the growth of those identifying as in-
dependent—has devolved to mean 
“wishy-washy.” Most moderates I 
know would say no, a moderate con-
siders both sides and deliberates care-
fully before choosing the path to fol-
low. Being cautious and open-minded 
about serious matters isn’t a bad thing. 
Well, unless ideologues say it is.

Roger Baker wrote in Salt Lake 
City’s Deseret News in 1994: “It may be 
that every word really has two mean-
ings. One meaning is the denotation 
and carries no emotion. The other 
meaning is the connotation and car-
ries the feeling. It is the connotation 
that charges a perfectly good word 
with invective, or spite, or envy, or 
affection and romance. This is why 

GM, Ford, and Chrysler don’t just 
sell ‘cars.’ They use names that carry 
emotion and sell Cougars, Cadillacs 
and Stealths. These words are labels 
designed to make us feel.”

That’s sort of the point. We’ve 
taken to ignoring the denotation 
and placing all faith in the connota-
tion; emotion thus carries the most 
weight. “Politician,” for example, pri-
marily means “one actively engaged 
in conducting the business of a gov-
ernment,” according to Webster—a 
non-emotional definition. It’s more 
often used now to mean a scheming 
someone more interested in his own 
well-being over others, and who de-
lights in the machinations of modern 
politics. Not exactly unemotional 
there … and also quite broad if you 
think about it.

O
ne of the saddest examples 
I see far too often is “com-
promise.” Back in 1850, Sen. 

Henry Clay said that life itself is a 
compromise, noting: 
“All legislation, all gov-
ernment, all society is 
formed upon the princi-
ple of mutual concession, 
politeness, comity, courte-
sy; upon these, everything 
is based. I bow to you to-
day because you bow to 
me. You are respectful to 
me because I am respect-
ful to you.”

But now, giving any ground is seen 
as sacrilege by the hyper-partisan; it 
must be all or nothing. Except that’s 
not how life works—at least not when 
you want society to work—and there’s 
that whole “tyranny of the majority” 
thing to consider.

And mutual respect? Overrated. 
It’s far more fun to treat everyone like 
dirt, then expect them to respect you 
for it. So I guess my mama was wrong 
in saying I should treat people as I 
want to be treated. Dang it.

Compromise is not a dirty word, 
nor is elite or many of the other words 
that have become so ingrained in our 
hurled political epithets (and “epithet” 
is another word that has morphed into 
a pejorative). So what can we do?

Stop being so prone to taking of-
fense at every little thing. Read on-
ly what’s in front of you rather than 
what your biases (we all have them) 
tell you is there. Be inquisitive and 
seek voices outside your bubble. Be 
skeptical and seek actual truth (not 
just what your favorite source tells 
you is true … it might not be).

And please, calm down. I’m pretty 
sure the sun will come up tomorrow 
if you take words like “elite” at face 
value.

—–––––❖–––––—
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True meanings lost

The cycling hub
O

n a Saturday in late October, 
dignitaries from Arkansas 
and Tennessee gathered on 

the Harahan Bridge over the Missis-
sippi River at Memphis to celebrate 
the opening of the Big River Crossing. 
The pedestrian boardwalk allows cy-
clists and walkers to cross the river. 
The $18 million boardwalk, the longest 
of its kind in the country, was funded 
by federal, state and local government 
grants along with private contribu-
tions. Cyclists and walkers will share 
the bridge with Union Pacific freight 
trains.

“Unless you’ve been a train con-
ductor, it’s a view that you’ve not seen 
of downtown Memphis since 1949,” 
Memphis Mayor Jim Strickland said. 
“It’s such a civic and cultural amenity 
for our current residents. I think it will 
draw tourists from all over the world.”

“Thanks to visionary leadership, 
this project has put Memphis and 
east Arkansas squarely on the map of 
a rapidly growing national passion for 
bicycling, walking and other forms of 
outdoor recreation, ecotourism and 
physical fitness,” says Doug Friedland-
er of Helena, who’s leading a regional 
tourism initiative. “This unprecedent-
ed attraction was the impetus for the 
St. Francis Levee Board, which manag-
es the levee from Mississippi County 
to Lee County, to approve the devel-
opment of a bike trail atop the Mis-
sissippi River levee from the bridge’s 
western terminus in West Memphis 
all the way to Marianna.”

Three weeks after the event at 
Memphis, some of the world’s best 
mountain bikers gathered on the other 
side of the state for the International 
Mountain Bicycling Association (IM-
BA) World Summit at Bentonville. 
The four-day summit, held every oth-
er year, began in 2004 and previous 
host cities include Whistler, British 
Columbia; and Steamboat Springs, 
Colo. With five mountain bike trails 
designated as “epic rides” by the IM-
BA, Arkansas and Colorado are tied 
behind only California in the number 
of trails. IMBA has listed Bentonville, 
Fayetteville and Hot Springs as “ride 
centers” and Northwest Arkansas has 
become the IMBA’s first “regional ride 
center.”

As one Arkansas cycling enthusi-

ast put it, mountain biking and road 
cycling are “the new golf.” Consider 
what Alabama did in creating the Rob-
ert Trent Jones Golf Trail, a collection 
of world-class courses, many of which 
have adjacent resort hotels. That effort 
put Alabama on the tourism map for 
thousands of wealthy Americans who 
never would have considered visiting 
the state otherwise. Arkansas wants 
to do that in the area of cycling. Gov. 
Asa Hutchinson and the Arkansas De-
partment of Parks and Tourism are 
promoting the state as 
the “Cycling Hub of the 
South.” Hutchinson cre-
ated a Governor’s Advi-
sory Council on Cycling, 
and the Walton Family 
Foundation provided a 
$309,000 grant to IMBA 
to maintain the state’s 
five “epic rides,” which 
contain almost 200 miles 
of mountain biking trails. 
Arkansas is the only state to have full-
time professional crews maintain such 
trails.

While the mountain biking focus 
is on areas in the Ozark and Ouachita 
Mountains, the Delta provides some 
of the greatest potential. There are on-
going efforts to pave a route through 
the St. Francis National Forest from 
where the levee route ends at Marian-
na all the way to Helena. Several years 
ago, the state entered into an agree-
ment with the U.S. Forest Service to 
develop Mississippi River State Park 
in the St. Francis National Forest. The 
St. Francis is the only national forest 
that touches the Mississippi River.

T
here’s also the ongoing de-
velopment of Delta Heritage 
Trail State Park, which is being 

built in phases along 73 miles of right-
of-way donated by Union Pacific to 
the state in 1992. This once was the 
route of the Missouri Pacific’s Delta 
Eagle and passes through the most 

scenic areas of the Big Woods. This 
part of the state has the largest re-
maining segments of the Big Woods, 
a bottomland hardwood forest that 
once extended down both sides of 
the Mississippi River from Cairo, Ill., 
to New Orleans.

The Delta Heritage Trail starts one 
mile south of Lexa in Phillips Coun-
ty and extends to Cypress Bend in 
Desha County. The first hiking and 
biking segment opened in 2002 from 
Helena Junction near Lexa to Barton. 
Just more than 20 miles of the trail 
have been developed. Hutchinson 
and Kane Webb, the new director of 
the Department of Parks and Tour-
ism, have ridden bikes on the trail 
and made its completion a priority. 
The southern terminus of the railroad 
right-of-way will connect with the 

Mississippi River levee, 
and the trail then will ex-
tend another 11 miles to 
historic Arkansas City.

Cyclists eventually 
should be able to cross 

the Mississippi River at 
Memphis and go all the way 
to Arkansas City. “Arkansas 
will be able to boast an ex-
traordinary route that would 
allow the avid bicyclist to tra-

verse nearly the entire length of Ar-
kansas entirely on dedicated bicycle 
paths,” says Friedlander. “It would be 
an astonishing jewel of an attraction 
truly worthy of the Natural State.” 
Friedlander, who’s also spearheading 
efforts to save the old U.S. 79 bridge 
over the White River at Clarendon for 
use by cyclists and hikers, envisions a 
“cascade of economic development 
for the struggling communities of ru-
ral eastern Arkansas in the form of 
restaurants, convenience stores, bi-
cycle repair services and places for 
overnight accommodation.”

With a popular governor and the 
Walton family on board, the effort to 
make Arkansas the “Cycling Hub of 
the South” just might succeed.

—–––––❖–––––—

Freelance columnist Rex Nelson is the di-

rector of corporate community relations for 

Simmons First National Corp. He’s also the 

author of the Southern Fried blog at rexnel-

sonsouthernfried.com.

The wisdom of Trump
I believe the event at Ohio State 

proves the wisdom of Donald Trump. 
There is no racism, hate or bigotry in 
protecting one’s life, property, and 
liberty.

Electing wise leaders is a Chris-
tian duty. Let those hypocrites who 
say “work together” stop whining and 
unite to work with Donald Trump, the 
president-elect.

DON CROWSON
Benton

Milk’s words relevant
Harvey Milk, civil rights leader 

and the first openly gay man elected 
to public office in the U.S., was assas-
sinated 38 years ago this past Sunday.

I wasn’t alive when the Briggs Ini-
tiative was proposed—a California 
law that would have facilitated the 
widespread banning of gay teachers 
(or anyone who supported LGBTQ 
rights). I know that the residents of 
California came together and firmly 
rejected it.

I am alive in 2016, a time where 
there are over 100 active anti-LGBTQ 
bills in 22 state legislatures. And soon, 
there will likely be a nationwide anti-
LGBTQ law proposed with the words 
“religious freedom” slapped on the 
front to try to conceal the reality of 
its violent nature.

Harvey Milk always spoke on the 
importance of hope. It is my hope that 
Arkansans will recognize that these 
“religious freedom” bills contain the 
opposite of the promise of freedom. I 
believe they provide another avenue 
for discrimination against our neigh-
bors. I suggest rereading Milk’s words 
because they are just as relevant today 
as they were 40 years ago.

CAMILLE RICHOUX
Little Rock

An attempt to divide
After eight years of divisive and 

segregated policies, I believe the pres-
idential recounts are not intended to 
flip the election; it’s to undermine the 

Donald Trump administration and his 
attempt to unite it.

I think the people who call them-
selves Democrats today are not real 
Democrats. The old real Democrats 
loved this country and elections were 
battles on how to make it greater. It 
seems those who call themselves 
Democrats are out to destroy the Con-
stitution of the United States and the 
rights within.

The Republican Party should mon-
itor very close any recount because I 
believe these Democrats have earned 
no trust. I believe President-elect 
Trump is demonstrating the ability to 
select good people with hope of unit-
ing our country and to truly make it 
great again.

FLOYD HOPSON
Hazen

Cost-effective at UA
The highest-paid state employee 

in Arkansas is our football coach, 
Bret Bielema, at $4 million-plus per 
year. We just struggled through an-
other mediocre season, including a 
56-3 thumping by Auburn and an em-
barrassing loss to Missouri, the worst 
team in the SEC this year.

In his four-year tenure, we have an 
overall record of 25 wins, 25 losses; 
conference record of 10 wins, 22 loss-
es. These include losing the first 13 
conference games we played under 
his leadership.

Recently they closed the printing 
office at the U of A, costing people their 
jobs and paychecks. The reason giv-
en was that it was not “cost-effective.” 
Perhaps they should apply the same 
standard to our football program.

RON RICE
Hot Springs Village

Agreed on that point
Congratulations, Arkansas. You 

have voted to elect a narcissistic wind-
bag.

Donald Trump said one thing 
during the campaign that I agree 
with: The election was rigged. Over 
and over on the campaign trail, he said 
it was rigged. So I must conclude that 
his election is not legitimate.

The combination of the words 
“Trump” and “president” will never 
cross my lips.

K.E. POLLOCK
Little Rock

System secures votes
Following the recent election there 

has been some criticism of the elector-
al college system of electing our pres-
ident. Many of the complaints center 
around the fact that one candidate won 
the popular vote but lost the electoral 
college.

I would first point out that neither 
candidate got a majority of the votes, 
so a win based upon a plurality of the 

votes would also be subject to criti-
cism, possibly requiring a costly runoff 
(the instant-runoff procedure advocat-
ed by some could solve that problem)

Second, I agree with those who 
say that the elec-
toral college system 
preserves a say in 
the process for the 
states with lesser 
populations. Just 
by way of example, 
there was some 
speculation on elec-
tion day that New 

Hampshire’s four electoral votes might 
be the key to winning the election. 
Without the electoral college, candi-
dates would campaign only in the most 
populous states, and probably only in 
the most populous metropolitan areas.

Third, consider the following admit-
tedly extreme but not so far-fetched sce-
nario: Candidate for president A is from 
the state of Wyoming, and candidate B 
is from California. Both candidates are 
popular nationwide, but because she is 
more popular, candidate A carries the 
other 48 states by an average of 50,000 

votes per state. She carries her home 
state of Wyoming by an 80-20 percent-
age, giving her around 120,000 of that 
state’s votes. At that point, not counting 
California, candidate A leads candidate 
B by 2,520,000 votes. Candidate B gets 
two-thirds of California’s nine million 
votes, beating A in that state by three 
million votes. Candidate B therefore 
wins the popular vote by 480,000 votes, 
even though he carried only one state. I 
love my fellow citizens from California, 
but I would not want the wishes of 49 
states to be subordinate to the wishes 
of any one state.

GRISHAM PHILLIPS
Benton
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