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NOAH COUNT AND THE ARKANSAS ARK
By Gary Blackwood
Appears here with the kind permission of the author

AS BEST AS I can recall, it all started when the cat sneezed.
“Rain a-comin’,” said Granny.
Now, that summer of nineteen-aught-eight was one of the driest in memory—even
in Granny’s memory, and she was likely eighty years old. (I say likely because she never
would admit to it.)
“Rain?” I said. “There’s nary a cloud in the sky!”
“Don’t matter,” says Granny. A cat sneezin’ always means rain. My rheumatiz is
worse’n usual, too.”
“Yesterday,” said Daddy, “I seen one of the sows a-carryin’ a stick in her mouth.”
Mama looked up from the bowl of peas she was shelling. “This mornin’ the coffee
pot boiled over. Another sure sign of rain.”
I sighed. “Them things got no basis at all in science.” I’d been going to school for a
while, you see, and thought I knew just about everything.
Mama smiled and shook her head. “Send a boy off to get educated, and he makes
fun of you.”
“Well, really,” I said. “They’s ways of telling the weather, all right, but sneezin’ cats
ain’t one of them. Neither is pigs carrying sticks in their mouths.”
“We’ll see,” said Daddy.
Every day after that somebody noticed something that was a sure sign of a big rain
coming. First it was the guinea hens clucking louder than usual and the crickets chirping
more. Then it was the call of the yellow-billed cuckoo, which some folks call the “rain
crow”. And then it was the milk going sour sooner that it should. Also the fact that on
Sunday you could hear the church bells ringing way across the river in Memphis.
One day me and Daddy took a walk along the levee; that big ole dirt bank was all
that lay between our farm and the mighty Mississippi.
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“Wisht they’d a-built her a foot or three higher,” said Daddy. “If’n we get a real
gullywasher, I don’t know that she’ll hold.”
He must’ve been even more worried than he sounded, because that very night he
commenced to build the Ark.
Daddy didn’t call it the Ark. He just called it a raft, and that’s all it was, just logs tied
together. It was sure enough a big one, though—big enough to carry us Appletons and
most of our belongings, plus all the hens and pigs and cows and horses. The Ark was
the name given to it by the neighbors when they drove by our place and saw what he
was up to.
As you might expect, it wasn’t long before Daddy got him a new name, too. Folks
took to calling him Noah, or sometimes Noah Count—like No Account, you see? I
guess they thought they were being funny. I didn’t see the humor. To me it was just
downright embarrassing. When we were in town buying nails, I overheard one feller
say, “He’s a-tryin’ to be the whole Old Testament when he ain’t nothin’ but a plain,
common Arkansas farmer.”
Lucky for me school was out, or I’d’ve had my hands full, fighting all the boys that
would’ve called my Daddy crazy.
All that joshing didn’t seem to bother Daddy much. “When that big rain comes,”
he said, “they’ll be laughing out the other side of their mouths.”
“What if it don’t come?” I said.
“Oh, it’ll come. You see the moon last night? Had a big old ring around it, with
three stars inside the ring.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Means we got three days to finish buildin’ that there raft.”
I believe Mama wondered a little about Daddy, too, but nonetheless she pitched in
and helped him. Even Granny did her part. Me, I just made myself as scarce as possible.
One evening, as they were putting the finishing touches on the Ark—I mean the
raft—our rooster flapped up onto a fencepost, threw back his head, and let loose a
cock-a-doodle at the sun, even though it was setting and not rising. I figured maybe he
was just confused, but Daddy nodded like he expected nothing less. “You know what
they say.”
“What?”
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“If’n a rooster crows when he goes to bed, he’ll get up next morning with a wet
head.”
I rolled my eyes and looked up at the sky. Still no sign of a cloud.
In the middle of the night, I woke up to the sound of thunder and the feel of rain
blowing in through the open window.
It kept on pouring rain all the next day, and the next, and the day after that. The
Mississippi rose up between its banks, all muddy and full of tree limbs and such, until
it was most of the way to the top of the levee. Finally a section of the levee just gave
way, and the river came rushing across our fields.
“Get the animals onto the Ark—I mean the raft!” shouted Daddy.
The cows and herds and hens were spooked by the sight of all that water, but finally
we got them on board. And then we fetched food and water and valuables, including
my schoolbooks. By that time, the Ark was commencing to float.
“Pole her out into the river!” said Daddy.
“Cain’t we just stay here?” said Granny.
“This whole place’ll be underwater for days and days,” said Daddy. “We got to find
us some high ground.”
We had a hard go of it, keeping that raft steady in the raging river, but we were a
sight better off than the folks on land. Some were rowing around in jon boats, trying to
rescue their bedraggled livestock. Some were sitting up on the roofs of their houses.
We waved to them. It was about all we could do.
“They ain’t pokin’ fun at you now,” said Granny.
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” I said.
“For what?”
“For thinking you was crazy.”
He shrugged. “Onliest difference between sane and crazy is whether you turn out
to be right.”
A big paddle wheeler was trying to make its way upriver. When we floated past,
every soul on board pointed and waved and cheered. The captain saluted us with a blast
on his steam whistle.
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The river swept us along so fast, we must’ve floated twenty miles or more before
Daddy said, “There’s a good spot.” He steered us in toward the bank, and Mama tossed
out a line with a grappling hook that cotched on a tree.
We squatted on that high ground for more than a week before the water finally
went down. Then, since we were a little bit famous, a steamboat captain offered to tow
us back up the river to our farm. Some of the crops had got drowned, and the floor of
the house was covered in mud, but all us Appletons and our animals were safe.
Come September, I went back to school, but never again did I think poorly of my
folks for not being educated. I guess there’s more than one kind of education.
In October some people came and built up the levee again and made it higher this
time. All the same, Daddy kept the Ark close to hand. I mean, God told Noah there
would never be another flood, but Daddy wasn’t some Old Testament feller—just a
plain, common Arkansas farmer.
NOTE: This story is based on an actual incident that took place in June 1908.
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