

















colorful port of Napoleon at the mouth of the Arkansas River not far north. ’

In 1820, Napoleon was founded by Frederick Notrebe, a French immigrant who had
served under the French emperor. Notrebe settled at Arkansas Post 20 miles up the
Arkansas River in 1811.

The savvy entrepreneur encouraged the introduction of cotton as early as 1819.

“A Virginian making.his way north with a boat-load of slaves noticed how good the
land was around the Arkansas City landing and stayed to plant cotton,” Reitzammer
says.

Napoleon, however, became the Desha County seat, as well as the site of a 1000-bed
U.S. Marine Hospital opened in 1855, Arkansas’ only such facility in antebellum years.
It also was a wide-open town filled with card sharks and rough river men.

During the Civil War, Union forces almost destroyed Napoleon during its capture. The
Mississippi river finally finished it off, sucking it underwater in 1874.

Mark Twain, who'd first experienced Napoleon as an apprentice pilot in 1854, mournéd
its passing in “Life on the Mississippi,” calling it a “town of innumerable fights - an
inquest every day: town where I had used to know the prettiest girl, and the most accom-
plished in the whole Mississippi Valley;...town no more -swallowed up, vanished, gone to
feed the fishes; nothing left but a fragment of a shanty and a crumbling brick chimney.”

When Napoleon went under, the county seat moved to Watson for a few years, then in
1879 to Arkansas City. The town was ready - already incorporated in 1873, and served by
the first of three luxurious and beloved packet boats named Kate Adams on regular runs
to Helena and Memphis.

During the post-Reconstruction years almost through the 1920s, Arkansas City blos-
somed. Henry Thane led the way. The young entrepreneur, born in Germany and raised
in Metropolis, Ill., moved to town in 1876, just ahead of the railroad.

Thane studied law, then handled legal affairs for the railroad company as it linked
Arkansas City to Pine bluff and beyond. He served in numerous political offices and
operated an important sawmill and lumber company. He came to control the Desha County
Bank & Trust and other financial institutions in Southeast Arkansas. He played a lead-
ing role in forming the Desha Levee District in 1886, which built a system of drainage
ditches, and in raising levees from six feet to more than 20 feet after 1917.

Some of the buildings from those glory days remain. During the 1880s, the oblong two-
story Masonic hall went up on capitol Street. It also served as an opera house, supple-
menting the vaudeville performances, dances and other hoopla aboard showboats and
excursion vessels for which most of Arkansas City’s streets are named. Perched on con-
crete blocks, the hall is marked by the sign, “Riverton Lodge 296 F&M.”

In 1882, the United Methodist Church, a prim white-frame structure, was built on the
corner of Capitol Street and Kate Adaxqs Avenue. Kitty-cornered across the streets, a
small one-story elevated brick building went up the same year. After the turn of the
century, Xenophon Overton Pindall’s law offices were here.

Pindall served most of the gubernatorial term of J. Sebastian Little, who had a ner-
vous breakdown shortly after his election in 1907. <

Dwarfed by the nearby levee, the building was a duty museum for many years until
the county auctioned it off. Moore’s son, Robert, bought it, put on a new roof and hopes to
restore it. ¢

In 1900, Thane built St. Clement's Episcopal Church, a tiny frame building on Natchez
Street, for his first wife, Fanny. After her death, he married her niece, Stella, for whom
he built a fine Tudor home on Front Street.

But Thane's piece de resistance was the county courthouse.
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The businessman put up $10,000 in 1899 for its architectural plans in an adapted
Romanesque style that took 40 train cars of Delta-made brick to complete. The street it
faces was later named for Moore’s husband, Robert S., a longtime and legendary county
sheriff until his deathin m Dorothy Moore served out his term. The jail he ran is next
to the county building. 1973

Across President Street stands the solid three-story 1910 Arkansas City High School.
closed years ago. Aerial photos of the 1927 flood, which devastated about one-third of the
state, show the water lapping into the school’s second story.

During that flood, the Arkansas River broke through the levee at Pendleton to the
gorth. Water from the swollen river rushed south across the Delta and into Arkansa:

ity.

John H. Johnson, the founder of Ebony magazine who was raised in Arkansas City
recalledin his autobiography that the first message when the Pendleton leveebroke wa.
to grab valuables and pets and run to the local levee. Minutes later came the word
forget the pets and valuables - just run for your lives.

Reitzammer, stranded in her father’s store, was rescued by boat. She remembers watct
ing her piano floating out the front door in pieces.

Moore’s high school graduation was that spring.

“My brother paddled me up to the second floor of a bank building and the presider
handed me my diploma out the window.”

“The flood finished off Arkansas City,” Reitzammer says. The Mississippi channel move
east, so the railroad's freight terminal was useless. Businesses and residents departe
with many buildings gradually abandoned and demolished.

But Arkansas City, quiet as it is now, still has plenty of past to save. Plans are afoot
stabilize and restore the imposing old high school as a repository for countyrecords, nc
scattered, and memorabilia. There may be a future for the old opera house, Episcor
Church and other storied buildings, too.

It should be wonderful to watch history come alive again.
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