Smith Family Funeral Homes
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In the Midst of Tragedy, Community Stands Strong Together

On March 1, 1997, the earth stood still for residents of Arkadelphia, Arkansas. A devastating tornado plowed through the area and forever changed the community. The aftermath of the natural disaster left 825 residents without power, 256 homes damaged, 117 homes destroyed, 45 businesses damaged or destroyed- including Smith Ruggles Wilcox Funeral Home, 102 residents injured, and 6 lives lost.

Together with the city of Arkadelphia, Smith Ruggles-Wilcox Funeral Home hosted an event on March 1, 2022 to recognize the 25th anniversary of the 1997 tornado that struck the community. The event took place at the Smith Ruggles-Wilcox Funeral Home and included an easel walk display from 4:00 to 5:30 PM, a remembrance ceremony from 5:30 to 6:15 PM, and a candlelight vigil from 6:15 to 6:45 PM.

The purpose of the event was to gather as a community and reflect on all that was lost, including homes, businesses, and lives of loved ones. The purpose was also to honor those who stepped forward to help others and acknowledge the resilience of the community. The remembrance event also gave residents the opportunity to celebrate the growth of Clark county and the city of Arkadelphia since that day.
The easel walk display featured news articles, personal stories from Arkadelphia residents, photos and videos about the events of March 1st, 1997, as well as the rebuilding period afterwards. Special tribute was also paid to the six individuals who lost their lives in Arkadelphia.

The remembrance ceremony was held in the chapel at Smith Ruggles-Wilcox Funeral Home and consisted of prayers, special speakers, and a testimonial video. At the candlelight vigil, there was a special ringing of the city bell in memory of those who had passed away in the tornado.

Following the closing prayer, attendees had the opportunity to release silver balloons in honor of all that was lost and all that the community endured.

Smith Ruggles-Wilcox Funeral Home provided coffee and desserts provided by local businesses for all in attendance. Owners, Jeff and Leslie Smith, along with team members from other Smith Family Funeral Home locations were in attendance to serve and assist in any way possible.

Tim Wright, manager of Smith Ruggles-Wilcox, stated “Even though it was hard and brought a lot of pain at the time, it’s important to remember things like this because it brings our community closer together and reminds us that we can rely on each other.” He went on to say, “Sharon and I lost our home that day, and there are others who lost even more. But it’s part of our history, and it’s part of what makes us a strong Arkadelphia family. To try and forget it would be wrong.”
