In Travel

It’s easy to learn
to ride the rails
in Germany.
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LET’S TALK

HELAINE WILLIAMS

Rescue 1s
a blessed
reminder

HELAINE R. WILLIAMS
ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

A ninth wedding anniversary
cruise for Dre and me turned out
to be a lifeline for 29 Cubans.

It was in fact Anniversary Night
— May 7 — aboard Carnival Cruise
line’s Dream, which set out from
New Orleans on a seven-day trip.
‘We were enjoying some retro mu-
sic in one of the ship’s hot spots
when we began to hear somewhat
garbled announcements from the
captain.

Eventually we pieced the an-
nouncements together: The ship
had gone off-course to rescue a
group of Cuban refugees.

The rescue went well, and the
Cubans spent two days in the crew’s
quarters before being picked up by
a U.S. Coast Guard ship ... an op-
eration that Dre and I also missed.
All this and our captain wasn’t even
late getting us everywhere we were
intended to go. Passengers were
not affected. The unspoken mes-
sage from Carnival was that the fun
must, and should, go on.

What the refugees’ full story
is, I don’t know. What their ulti-
mate fate will be, I can’t say. What
I know for sure: The rescue served
as yet another of the personal re-
minders that have always reared
their heads during any pleasure
trips we’ve taken, especially those
outside of the country: We may go
on vacation ... but care, compas-
sion and the simple counting of
blessings never should.

* k k

As was the case with our oth-
er cruises, this one was a hodge-
podge in which were were simul-
taneously pampered, treated like
cattle, hit with numerous cases of
sensory overload, all but forced to
pose for numerous less-than-flat-
tering photos and treated to some
priceless people-watching oppor-
tunities while enjoying a brief
introduction to the bank-laden
Grand Cayman (need more time
and money for a revisit there) and
revisiting Cozumel and Jamaica.

Our one somewhat harrowing
episode came in Montego Bay, the
Jamaican city that had been on my
mind since first going there on a
mission trip 18 years ago. Eschew-
ing the cruise line’s more expen-
sive shore excursions, we and our
friend Charles opted to go in on a
two-hour independent van tour.

The tour went pretty well for
the most part. We went up into a
hilly, upscale neighborhood, lush
with vegetation, that combined
breathtaking views of the ocean
below; a number of palatial man-
sions — including those of record-
ing artist Ziggy Marley and for-
mer NBA star Patrick Ewing, we
were told — and more than a few
would-be palatial mansions that
had been abandoned. (According
to the driver, these houses had
been started by “weed” dealers
who had hit the big time, then had
been arrested by the police and
therefore had their empires and
homes taken away.)

The tour took another turn
during a stop at a souvenir shopping
center. Clutching our purchases, we

See TALK on Page 3E
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Robert E. Lee Wilson, known as “Boss Lee,” founded Wilson as a company town. When he died in 1933, he was buried in the center of the town square. Much
of the town’s commercial space was retrofitted in Tudor style, after Boss Lee’s son returned from a British honeymoon. The family also hosted polo matches.

Wilson, then and now

Onetlme company town IS sold but not entirely sold on changes
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THE SUNKEN LANDS

CHEREE FRANCO
ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

ILSON — Spend a few
days in this Mississippi
County town and it will
seem you've been here
your entire life. You’ll be greet-
ed by name as you zigzag across
the tiny square or disappear into
a sprawling Tudor building en-
compassing the grocery store, li-
brary and city offices, as well as
the headquarters of Lee Wilson &
Co., the entity to which this Delta

town owes its existence.
But spend a few years here and
it may seem a lifetime hardly reg-

This is the last of four stories
about Northeast Arkansas’ Sunken
Lands, areas that literally sank
during the 1811-1812 New Madrid
earthquakes, transforming verdant
forests into mosquito-infested
swamps.

TODAY: Wilson, a former
corporate town, is reborn as its
own municipality.

Sam Yankaway (photo above), 75, is proud of this three-bed-
room house he built in 1972. He worked for Lee Wilson &
Co. for 43 years and lived in a house they owned prior to
building his own. Joe Cartwright, 34, (photo at right) and
Shari Haley, 23, chefs from Memphis, reopened Wilson
Cafe, one of the town’s Tudor landmarks. The cafe was
closed for years before businessman Gaylon Lawrence
acquired it in a purchase that included the town square
and more than 30,000 acres in farmland.

isters. Many of Wilson’s 900 inhab-
itants are rooted five generations
deep, and they’re wary of change
at the behest of outsiders.

In 2010 The Lawrence Group
bought Lee Wilson & Co. for more
than $100 million, adding it to hold-
ings that included about 150,000
acres of land, banks, citrus groves
and the world’s largest private air
conditioner distributor. The Law-
rence Group wanted the company’s
nearly 30,000 acres, but the pur-
chase also contained the commer-
cial district of a town that apes me-
dieval England. (Generations back,
a member of the founding family
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honeymooned with the Redcoats,
catalyzing a town face-lift.)

“At first I was trying to figure
out how not to get the town,” says
Gaylon Lawrence Jr., 51, who heads
The Lawrence Group. But after
spending time in Wilson, he took
a new approach.

“You start thinking, what can
we do with it?”

Lawrence’s tone is almost rever-
ential as he speaks of making Wil-
son a place for agricultural research
and home to a private school wor-
thy of shaping the region’s bright

See WILSON on Page 6E

Tmnscrzptzomst s city leaves vivid afterimages

The
Transcriptionist

Amy Rowland

Novels succeed to the extent that
they cause us to lose ourselves, to
become immersed in another world
where we can watch as ghosts and
perhaps be privy to the hearts and
minds of others. A good book can
render us invisible and alert to
nuance — an undetectable secret
sharer stowing away in another’s
imagined universe. The truest test
of whether a novel works or not
lies in the difficulty with which we
emerge from those other worlds,
in how hard it is to wake from the
Other-prepared dreams.

By this measure, Amy Rowland’s
The Transcriptionist (Algonquin,
$24.95) is the finest novel I've read
in a while, or at least the one I was
most reluctant to give up. It is a rel-
atively brief — 256-page — novel
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CRITICAL MASS

PHILIP MARTIN

set in a Manhattan that is recog-
nizable and eerie, a city glimpsed
sidelong, imperfectly but fondly re-
membered. It is about Lena Repass,
the last remaining transcriptionist
at the Record, a newspaper that in
Rowland’s cosmos occupies roughly
the same physical and psychic space
as The New York Times does in ours.

Transcription is an archaic job —

Lena is responsible for typing the
stories and notes that reporters call
in to the Record’s “recording room.”
She spends her days hooked to a
headset in a long, gray and emp-
ty room, forgotten by most of her
colleagues. She migrated from her
religious Southern upbringing into
the comfort of literature, then left
her academic career for the safe,
dull life of automaton. All days, the
words of others — sensational sto-
ries of suicide bombers and the rift
between physicists who believe in
a theory of everything and those
who believe in a theory of nothing
— course through her, artificially
aspirating her empty life. Lena is
like Melville’s Bartleby:

See MASS on Page 3E
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Wilson

® Continued from Page 1E
young minds and, perhaps, his
future grandchildren.

“Everywhere that we can
have influence, we need to
be drawing people in that
are knowledgeable,” he says.
“The more creators we get
here ... the bigger mark we
make, the quicker we become
sustainable.”

In some ways, Lawrence’s
plans echo those of Wilson’s
founder, Robert E. Lee Wil-
son, known as “Boss Lee.”
Wilson pioneered drainage
and flood control, taming
Mississippi River swamps
into farms. In 1918 he hired a
professor to teach his employ-
ees business and science. Six
years later, he built a state-of-
the-art trade school for black
students, to complement the
academic school attended by
children of his white employ-
ees.

In the beginning, Wilson
was a company town, and
all structures were company
property. The Bank of Wilson
existed largely to provide cap-
ital for the company. During
the Depression, employees
were paid with company
currency, which limited their
purchases to company retail-
ers. When the town incorpo-
rated in 1959, elderly residents
say they hardly noticed.

The company retained
commercial property, but sold
employees the houses they
had been renting — some
for decades — and began to
receive county monies for in-
frastructure. A Wilson always
ran for mayor unopposed, and
town patriarchs still arbitrat-
ed civil and criminal disputes.

“This was Complaint City,
USA,” says Boss Lee Wilson’s
great-grandson, Steve Wilson,
66, from the dark-paneled of-
fice he used to occupy. “That
might be anything from spou-
sal abuse to dogs digging up
flowers. ... People didn’t know
anybody to go to anywhere
else.”

Billy Joe McAfee, 76,
worked at the company
equipment plant. He remem-
bers when the public school
needed a bus. Steve’s father,
Robert “Bobby” E. Lee Wil-
son IV, asked McAfee to buy
two and send him the bill. In
the early 1980s when a Satur-
day at the Wilson Tavern got
out of hand, Bobby Wilson
cut off alcohol indefinitely —
the company held the liquor
license.

REVAMPING WILSON

“We don’t own the city ...
we own property inside the
city limits,” says Steve Wil-
son. He was the last Wilson
remaining at Lee Wilson &
Co. when he retired in De-

o — . g ——
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John Faulkner perches in front of an old soy mill that he hopes to transform into an art space. Gaylon Lawrence hired Faulkner, for-
merly his children’s art teacher, to be town planner. “We have all that we need right here. We just have to figure out how to use what
we have, and to get people to understand that a lot of things are possible,” Lawrence says.

cember. “Rural income for
buildings is not near enough
to maintain them. So it was
our insistence that anybody
who looked at buying the land
would take all the assets.”

Lawrence is no stranger to
farming towns. His parents
grew up near Pollard, Ark.,
and he was born just over the
border, in Poplar Bluff, Mo.
His father, Gaylon Lawrence
Sr., grew the The Lawrence
Group from a small farm that
was bought with the backing
of his own father’s mortgaged
land.

Lawrence’s father died in
2012, and Lawrence moved
The Lawrence Group’s head-
quarters to Wilson. He com-
mutes from Memphis each
day, but his son Drew, 24,
resides in Wilson full time,
overseeing the farms.

“We'’re trying to stimulate
the town where eventually it
will be self-sustaining,” Law-
rence says. “That really is all
about giving people the ideas
and the ability and the begin-
ning.”

Under the guidance of
John Faulkner, a prep-school
teacher Lawrence hired as
town planner in July, Wil-
son’s only sit-down restau-
rant reopened; the square
was sodded, repainted and set
up with Wi-Fi, and the town
water supply was flushed.
Land has been leveled for a
community garden, a month-
ly concert series is underway
and Faulkner hounded com-
munications companies into
repositioning towers, improv-
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ing cellular service.

He also oversaw plans for
a new facility for the Hamp-
son Museum, an archaeolog-
ical collection owned by the
state but housed in Wilson.
Groundbreaking is slated
for August and the project,
like the restaurant, proposed
school and garden, has re-
ceived funds from The Law-
rence Group.

Locals gush about new
conveniences, but lament
what they say is a lack of in-
formation. Linda Bridges has
been town pharmacist since
1986. She doesn’t know why
there’s construction next
door, behind the Wilson Cafe.

“We’re assuming it’s a
parking lot,” she says, be-
cause parking gets tight at
the square on the two nights
the cafe stays open for dinner.
Joe Cartwright, who runs the
cafe, says the space will be a
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Steve Wilson, great-grandson of town founder Robert E. Lee Wilson, and his stepmother, Mildred
Wilson, are the only Wilsons left in town. The Wilsons chose to sell to Gaylon Lawrence because
they wanted a buyer who was committed to the town as well as the land.
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picnic/event
area.
According
to councilman
Justin Cissell,
35, he and
34-year-old
Becton Bell,
a fifth-gener-
ation farmer

Justin Cissell,
Wilson and mayor of
counciiman  Wilson, are

working “to
bridge that gap” between lo-
cals and newcomers.

“We’ve been waiting for
an opportunity like this, and
we're truly blessed and grate-
ful, but we just want people
to realize that we didn’t give
up on Wilson,” Cissell says.
“When they talk about how
Gaylon’s going to save the
town because it’s his dream
.. it’s my dream, it’s others
who’ve lived in this town for
years. But when you don’t
have the money to back you,
people won’t even talk to
you.”

The city has no employees
and contracts Lee Wilson &
Co. to handle trash, water,
sewer and maintenance. Ot-
to Warhurst, city clerk and
former mayor (in 2008, he
became the first mayor who
didn’t share the town’s name),
is paid by the company.

Faulkner, 59, says he’s the
“only full-time person who
thinks about the problems
continually. That’s why Gay-
lon hired me, because he
didn’t want the town and the
town’s problems to always be
on the side of the desk for ev-
eryone.”

The four-member city
council meets in the compa-
ny boardroom and receives
a small stipend from county
taxes, which also fund the
volunteer fire department.

“Over the years, if a coun-
cil person decided they didn’t
want to be on here anymore,
they would still run and prob-
ably be unopposed, and then
they would resign and the
council would appoint who
they wanted,” Bell says.

According to the Arkansas
Municipal League, this kind
of situation is unusual but not

Wilson Cate plans sprout orgamcally

Joe Cartwright, 33, was
managing The Elegant
Farmer in Memphis when
John Faulkner contacted the
restaurant seeking a chef for
a cafe in northeast Arkansas.

“I've always wanted to live
in the country, and I've always
wanted my own little restau-
rant,” Cartwright says.

A few days later, he dined
with Gaylon Lawrence in a
winding white house, con-
structed wing-by-wing by gen-
erations of Wilsons. Lawrence
promised Cartwright rent-free
accommodations and cafe ren-
ovations. Now the Wilson Ca-
fe feeds about 80 people a day
at $8 an entree and supports a

staff of 15. Lawrence owns the
building, but Cartwright owns
the business.

Eventually Cartwright
hopes to be a farm-to-table
operation, with another Law-
rence-fueled project, Wilson
Community Gardens, supply-
ing produce.

Agronomist Leslie Wolver-
ton, 29, moved to Wilson
from Oxford, Miss., about two
months ago.

Wolverton knew Cart-
wright because she worked
at the farm that supplies The
Elegant Farmer.

“He texted me one day and
asked, would you be interest-
ed in moving to small-town

Arkansas to start a farm? ..
never expected to be dr1v1ng
back to Mississippi thinking,
wow, I really want to do that,”
she says.

Lawrence offered Wolver-
ton a paycheck, a rent-free
cottage, four acres for an or-
ganic garden and more land
later. In addition to supplying
the cafe, and she hopes, other
area restaurants, her produce
will be sold at a farm stand.
The garden will also provide
an outdoor classroom for the
proposed private school.

“You wonder if this thing
is going to work, then you get
15 minutes with Gaylon and
you just know,” Cartwright

says. “I've had to turn away
and take a deep breath ..

continue a conversation With
him, because he’s so genuine.”

Locals have been friendly,
but Cartwright feels a bit of
“insulation.” He’s unsettled
by the fact that his clientele
is primarily white.

“There’s people in this
town that have the perception
that this is an unapproach-
able restaurant,” he says. “I
need everybody to eat at my
restaurant.”

Wilson Cafe is at 2 N. Jefferson St.
Hours: 11 a.m.-2 p.m. Tuesday-Sun-
day, and 5-8 p.m. Friday-Saturday;
call (870) 655-0222.

— Cheree Franco

illegal.

When Warhurst stepped
down as mayor, Bell was ap-
pointed by the council. To
keep the office, he’ll have to
run for election in Novem-
ber. He says when Warhurst
retires at the end of the year,
the city plans to hire and fund
its own clerk.

ARKANSAS’ MAYBERRY

“If you've grown up here,
you’re pretty much with ev-
erybody else. You can go to
somebody’s front door, just
show up at their house and
they’re OK with it,” says Kel-
sie Wilson, 17, president of
the senior class at Rivercrest
High School and no relation
to the town’s founding family.

She plans to attend Ar-
kansas State University at
Jonesboro and settle in Wil-
son, where violent crime is
non-existent, where people
walk to the grocery store and
church and where, on crisp
Friday nights, most of the
town heads to a field called
Cotton Patch to celebrate
high school football.

“People back trucks up to
the fence and get fires going.
... It gets crazy out there,” she
says.

Bell is proud that Wilson
has fewer boarded buildings
than many small towns.

“The Wilson family ... left
the town in pristine condi-
tion. It was like you went back
in time 50 years,” Bell says.

But Sam Yankaway re-
members what Wilson was
like 50 years ago, and he
wouldn’t trade today.

“This town has improved
100 percent since I first come
up,” he says.

Yankaway, 75, was born to
tenant farmers who worked
Wilson land. His family of 11
lived in four rooms, where “it
was raining in on you, Snow-
ing in on you.”

But he felt safe in Wilson.
“It used to be high racial,
but Wilson, he was the town
boss and the mayor ... if a riot
come up, he would stop it,”
Yankaway says.

Wilson remains segregat-
ed. Most white residents live
behind the town square; most
black residents live across the
railroad tracks in a neighbor-
hood dominated by a public
housing complex.

A BLANK PAGE

Bryant Whitted, 40, is
pastor of Greater Macedonia
Missionary Baptist Church.
His congregation has grown
from 30 to 100 since moving
eight years ago from the out-
skirts of town. The church
was founded by field hands
over a century ago; most of its
members work at the Ameri-
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Bryant Whitted, pastor of

Greater Macedonia Missionary
Baptist Church in Wilson

can Greetings Corp. in Osce-
ola, 14 miles north, or make
knock-off Kool-Aid and oth-
er products at Wilson’s Gil-
ster-Mary Lee Corp.

“The church owns a block.
We basically sit on the corner
of a new neighborhood when
it springs up. That’s what they
said when they showed me
the town plans,” says Whit-
ted, who negotiated the land
with the Wilsons. But for now;,
the lots around the church re-
main empty, affording a spec-
tacular sunset view.

According to Bell, there’s
not a single house on the
market. “Mr. Lawrence owns
all the land in a circle around
Wilson, so if there’s going to
be any development, he has
to do it.”

Big River Steel, LLC plans
to build a billion-dollar mill in
Osceola next year. If Wilson
is to benefit, it needs more
housing. Faulkner says a sub-
division will be developed in
an area he touts as “a natural
arboretum,” with nearly two
dozen tree species.

People are hesitant to
speak on record, since many
are tenants or employees of
Lawrence’s. But they com-
plain about clusters of forest
being cleared and a pecan
grove that was razed. They
worry that newcomers will
transform the culture of the
town.

Tess Pruett runs the
Hampson Museum. “I'm hop-
ing the growth ... will bring,
more than anything, tourists
that will come see what we
have and then go back home,”
she says.

To Bridges, Wilson isn’t
about the Wilson family or
Gaylon Lawrence.

“The people are always go-
ing to be genuine and sincere.
Even if you want to make
them cultured and artsy, they
may accept some of that, but
they’re still going to be basic,
honest, Bible-belt people.”

Locals take complaints
to Steve Wilson, but he tells
them his hands are tied. He
wasn'’t thrilled to sell, but his
family’s younger generation
had little interest in agricul-
ture or managing a town.

“There’s nothing here
that’s sacrosanct, other than
that grave out there,” he says.
A rock in the center of the
square marks Boss Lee’s final
resting place.

Steve Wilson has a house
in town, but spends a lot of
time in Memphis with his
wife, daughter and grandchil-
dren. The town is an epistle
from his forefathers, wood
and brick inked in deeds glo-
rious and shameful, the cot-
tonwoods and stranded cy-
presses rustling with stories
epic and tiny.

For Lawrence, Wilson is
something else.

“When you have to change
everything and catch back up,
that’s twice as much work as
starting with a clean sheet of
paper ... Wilson is the closest
thing to a clean sheet of paper
that there is, with something
already here.”

Keep up with Wilson happenings
on Facebook, at facebook.com/
WilsonArkansas.
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