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The Construction of
Lake Conway

by Robert W. Meriwether

Author’s Note: The framework for this article is an un-
published paper, “The Story of Lake Conway,” written in 1955
by Guy W. Murphy, the manager of the Conway Chamber of
Commerce. Other sources include materials in the files of the
Arkansas State Game and Fish Commission in Little Rock, the
Faulkner County Circuit Clerk, and the Conway Area Chamber
of Commerce.
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Palarm Creek rises about one mile north of Vilonia and flows generally west
to where it crosses the Clinton Road (Arkansas 36) near the historic site of Carter’s
Ginand Roden’s Mill.! Gradually increasing in size as it is fed by smaller streams,
the creek then runs south and southwest, crossing the Saltillo Road (Arkansas
286) a half-mile north of Saltillo and then the Mayflower-Olmstead Road
(Arkansas 89) a half mile east of Interstate 40 at Mayflower. Palarm Creek
continues flowing south and southwest for another seven miles until it enters
the Arkansas River at the small park and boat landing where the river, the creek
Arkansas 365, and the Union Pacific Railroad meet.?

The portion of the creek which became Lake Conway was in a low, swampy
arearunning from Palarm Creek 's junction with Little Cypress Creek near Saltillo
to the confluence with Pierce Creek near Mayflower, a distance “as the crow
flies” of about six miles. The swamp was virtually impenetrable, containing
a dense forest of tupelo gum, cypress, and oak trees in a tangle of brush, vines,
roots, and briars. At some places in the morass the creek widened to create
shallow “ponds” or “lakes” which teemed with fish, but these areas were
accessible only around the edges and during certain seasons. It was perceived
by some Faulkner County people who fished for food, income, or sport that a
dam across Palarm Creek in the Mayflower area would produce a large shallow
lake providing great fishing and perhaps attracting migratory waterfowl.

'In 1972 the Faulkner County Historical Society placed an historical marker on the site
of Carter’s Gin (c. 1849), which was powered by the water of Palarm Creek, and Roden’s
Mill (c. 1885). The Creek also had a popular “baptizing hole.”

2When Faulkner County was created in 1873, Palarm Creek entered the Arkansas River
some two-and-a-half miles farther south. Since the creek was the stated boundary line,
there was created the almost inaccessible “appendix” extending to the south of the rest
of the county.
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Photo by Teresa Hankins Willbanks
How the Palarm Creek swamplands looked in the late 1940s. (This
photograph made of the Palarm Creek swamp near Saltillo in 1994.)

The most obvious site for such a dam was at “the Narrows,” a point near
Mayflower where the creek cut between two ridge spurs. According to William
D. Cole of Conway, he and other area sportsmen undertook to build a dam at
the Narrows in 1914. Huge rocks were hauled in by wagon and dumped on
this spot, but would sink in the mud and disappear from day to day. Core drillings
were made at the site, but there seemed to be no solid footing under Palarm
Creek at the Narrows, so the effort was abandoned.>

During the great flood of 1927, B. Frank Stermer paddled a boat over the
flooded Palarm bottoms, recording the high-water points by marking trees with
a hatchet (or, according to another source, iron spikes). Stermer reasoned that
if a dam was ever built, the high-water marks would be the rim of the lake.
Twenty years later, when the area was surveyed in preparation for such a lake,
Stermer’s marks coincided almost identically with those of the engineers employed
on the project.*

Local fishermen did not abandon their dream of a lake in the Palarm bottoms.
There were no really good fishing spots in central Arkansas, and many sportsmen

3Guy W. Murphy, “The Story of Lake Conway” (Typewritten: May 10, 1955). This
article is in the files of the Conway Area Chamber of Commerce.

*Murphy, “The Story of Lake Conway”; Charles Elliott, “Out of the Woods,” Outdoor
Life (October 1952), p. 39. B. F. Stermer served as the Faulkner County surveyor
from 1899 to 1908 and again from 1941 to 1954, a total of 28 years over the 55-year
span.
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traveled to eastern and southeastern Arkansas cutoffs and old river lakes to fish.
The Faulkner County people realized that it would take “an intensive effort”
to have a fishing lake established in their area.’

In the late 1930s, the Faulkner County Chapter of the Arkansas Wildlife
Federation began a new effort to have a fishing lake established in the Palarm
bottoms. Led by Conway dentist Dr. James H. Flanagin, Sr. and Conway
businessman Walter Dunaway, in 1940 the group attempted to get the U. S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to construct a migratory waterfowl facility. However, a
visiting Wildlife Service official allegedly said, “I know you're after a fishing
lake, and you’ll have to build it yourselves.” In 1945-46 an effort was made
to get the U. S. Army Corp of Engineers interested in building a lake as part
of a flood control project. The U. S. Engineers held a hearing at the Faulkner
County courthouse in February 1946 which revealed sharp disagreements among
landowners concerning whether a dam should be built at the Narrows. Nothing
further came from the flood control approach.®

Help from the State Government?

The Faulkner County sportsmen then turned to the Arkansas State Game and
Fish Commission, whose offices were in the State Capitol building in Little Rock.

In 1942, the Arkansas Wildlife Federation and other groups of Arkansas
hunters, fishermen, and outdoor sportsmen had sponsored through the initiative
an amendment to the state constitution to establish a new State Game and Fish
Commission which would be somewhat independent of the governor and the
state legislature. This proposal was rejected by the voters, but the Wildlife
Federation tried again two years later with great success. At the general election
on November 7, 1944 the Arkansas electorate approved the measure by an over
4-to-1 majority and it became a part of the constitution as Amendment 35. The
new Arkansas State Game and Fish Commission took office on July 1, 1945.
T.A.McAmis, who had headed the former agency created by the state legislature,
was hired by the eight new commissioners to continue as executive secretary.

Amendment 35 gave the Commission authority over “the control, management,
restoration, conservation and regulation of birds, fish, game and wildlife re-
sources of the State, including hatcheries, sanctuaries, refuges, reservations and
all property now owned or used for said purposes, and the acquisition and
establishment of the same.” An important provision in Section 8 gave the
Commission “the power to acquire by purchase, gifts, eminent domain, or

SJoe Mosby, “A Look at Lake Conway,” Arkansas Sports Scene (June 1992), p. 15;
Joe Mosby, feature article, Log Cabin Democrat Weekender section (July 11, 1993),
pp. 1-4.

SMurphy, “The Story of Lake Conway”; Elliott, “Out of the Woods,” pp. 39, 85; Arkansas
Game and Fish Commission to U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, “Palarm Lake Project
Statement” (June 16, 1947); Log Cabin Democrat (February 19, 1946), p. 1.
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