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Officials seek suspect following forest fires
BY VAL GAUGHT

REPORTER

The Ashley County Sheriff’s 
Office is investigating a series of for-
est fires in Ashley County as arson, 
including one that burned in the area 
of the Crossett Municipal 
Airport-Z.M. Jack Stell Field last 
week.

While one suspect has been identi-
fied and is currently in prison, a sec-
ond unidentified suspect is sought.

Ashley County Sheriff’s Office 
Investigator Mark Griever said the 
fires are currently being investigated 
by the Ashley County Sheriff’s 
Department, Arkansas Agriculture 

Department Enforcement Division, 
and the Crossett Fire Department Fire 
Marshal.  

The initial investigation 
originated in 2017 with 
an arrest of a John 
Bowers of 
Morehouse Parish, 
Griever said. 
Bowers was con-
victed of several 
arsons in 
Morehouse Parish. 

“Several fires 
were linked to Mr. Bowers, who is 
currently incarcerated in the Louisiana 
Department of Corrections, awaiting 
extradition to Arkansas,” Griever said. 

Grevier also said investigators have 
determined that not all of the fires in the 

period under con-
sideration could be 
linked to Bowers 
and that investiga-
tors believe anoth-
er individual is 
responsible for 
several of the arson 
fires in Ashley 
County.  

“It was deter-
mined in the 

Bowers investigation that an unknown 
actor was also setting fires during the 
same time frame Mr. Bowers was 
charged with,” Griever said. 

“Subsequently, investigators 
believed another individual not 
linked to Mr. Bowers was responsi-
ble for several of the arson set fires 
in Ashley County.

The investigators believe that the 
unknown individual is responsible 
for the fires that were mysteriously 
set in  August 2019 in the southern 
and western area of Ashley County 
and the ones set last week  near the 
Crossett airport. 

Anyone with any information 
about the fires is asked to contact 
any of the investigating agencies 
with information, or the Ashley 
County Sheriff’s Department at 870-
853-2040.

BY VERSHAL HOGAN
MANAGING EDITOR

Comfort items can be difficult to 
come by when serving in the mili-
tary overseas, but this year a 
regional non-profit is offering 
Crossett residents a chance to sup-
port one of their own by sending 
some G.R.I.T.S.

Operation G.R.I.T.S. -- Gifts 
Raised in the South -- is a 501(c)3 
non-profit organization that strives 
to show appreciation to American 
servicemen and women by sending 
gift boxes to those deployed over-
seas. Someone who is currently 
serving is identified as a point per-
son for a base, and when the gifts 
are delivered to them, they in turn 

distribute them to others on the 
base. Crossett native Grady Gibson, 
who is stationed in Guam with the 
U.S. Coast Guard, has 
been chosen as one of 
this year’s point men. 

“To me, this is a tan-
gible way of showing 
support to the men and 
women who are 
deployed overseas over 
Christmas,” Operation 
G.R.I.T.S. Founder Pattie Jones 
said. “We will make sure that any-
thing that comes from Crossett will 
go directly to him.”

Operation G.R.I.T.S. is based in 
Vidalia, La., where Gibson’s father, 
Wendell Gibson, now lives.  Jane 
Power Greer, a friend of the family, 

nominated Grady for the project.
“We will make sure that anything 

that comes from Crossett goes 
directly to (Grady),” 
Jones said.

G.R.I.T.S. works by 
having donors fill small 
U.S. Postal Service 
flat-rate shipping boxes 
with care package items 
such as laundry soap, 
shampoo and condi-
tioner, deodorant, mouth wash, bat-
teries, DVDs, games, magazines, 
sewing kits, envelopes and station-
ary, among other things. Once all of 
the boxes are filled, G.R.I.T.S. ships 
them. A full list of suggested items 
can be found at operationgrits.com/
get-involved.html.

All of the shipping is paid for by 
donations, Jones said, and those 
who don’t want to send a box can 
donate funds to help send the 
boxes. G.R.I.T.S. is a strictly vol-
unteer organization, and none of its 
volunteers or officers is paid.

G.R.I.T.S ships the boxes the 
first Friday in December. Jones has 
a way to get the boxes from 
Crossett to Vidalia before they 
have to be shipped, but she said 
she is looking for a point person or 
organization to collect them until 
then.

Those who would like to get 
involved can contact Jones at 601-
807-6470. To find out more about 
G.R.I.T.S., visit the organization’s 
website at operationgrits.com.

Gibson Jones

G.R.I.T.S. to support Crossett native stationed overseas

BY VERSHAL HOGAN
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A student who brought a handgun 
to the Crossett High School campus 
last week did not pose a threat to the 
school but will still have to face legal 
consequences, Crossett Police Chief 
J.W. Cruce said Tuesday.

The student, who 
Cruce did not identify, 
had taken the gun to the 
school the day before it 
was discovered and 
placed it under a rock, 
Cruce said.

“It’s almost an 
instance where he want-
ed to impress his friends, to say, 
‘Look what I have,’” he said.

“We determined that once he put it 
down Tuesday, he actually left it 
overnight and never touched it again.”

Investigators were alerted to the 
presence of the handgun, which was 
located near the ditch that runs 
through the school campus, 
Wednesday. 

The Crossett School District alert-
ed parents of the discovery through a 
message on its Website and a robocall 
directing parents to the message, 
which emphasized that the school did 
not believe there had been or was an 
active threat involved with the dis-
covery.

Cruce said the student had appar-
ently discovered the weapon at a 
second location, and that it appeared 
to have been damaged to the point of 
inoperability through exposure.

“It was rusty,” Cruce said. “You 
could tell it had been exposed to the 

School gun case 
could end up in 
court, Crossett 
police chief says
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See GUN, Page 5
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SERVICES

Mills: Crossett 
Water should 
be able to add 
GP as customer

BY VERSHAL HOGAN
MANAGING EDITOR

The Crosset t  Water 
Commission’s plant manager said 
he believes the commission can 
take on Georgia Pacific-Crossett 
as a customer without significant 
problems.

GP had approached the water 
commission with the request to 
add potable water service to its 
Crossett mill as part of the com-
pany’s overall reconfiguration of 
its facilities.

When the commission met to 
discuss the proposal last week, 
commissioners said they were 
unsure they would be able to sup-
ply the amount the plant needed. 

Plant Manager Albert Mills said 
GP had initially asked the commis-
sion to provide up to 750 gallons 
per minute, and showed the com-
missioners a letter from their engi-
neer, Les Price, that said the sys-
tem as it currently stands could 
supply approximately 382 gallons 
per minute to the company without 
improvements.

Mills said Tuesday that he met 
with the representatives from the 
company on site to discuss their 
needs.

“According to what they told 
me, they are not wanting much 
more than 300 gallons a minute,” 
he said. 

“As far as I know, this was 
going to be potable water and they 
are not going to utilize anything as 
far as process water.”

GP-Crossett Spokeswoman 
Jennifer King said the ongoing 
situation at GP — which is in the 
process of shutting down signifi-
cant portions of its Crossett facili-
ty — played into the change of 
request.

See WATER, Page 5

HOME sweet
HOMECOMING

CROSSETT HIGH SCHOOL

Crossett High School’s homecoming festivities included, 
clockwise from top right, a “Wizard of Oz” themed skit at 
a pep rally, skydivers as part of the pre-game show Friday, 
a dance by school teachers and administrators, a skit in 
which football players and cheerleaders traded places, and 
the crowning of Rebekah Frisby as homecoming queen.

VAL GAUGHT/News Observer

BY VAL GAUGHT
REPORTER

Though the Ashley County 
Quorum Court’s budget commit-
tee recommended that the county 
wipe Hamburg’s slate clean for 
the debt associated with dispatch-
ing services, the full court didn’t 
agree. 

Justice Jeff Langley 
spoke to the court 
Tuesday afternoon on 
behalf of the budget 
committing, telling 
the justices that it was 
the committee’s rec-
ommendation to do 
away with the debt 
Hamburg owed. In 
recent months, members of the 
court have threatened to pull dis-
patching services for the city, 
which are provided through the 
Ashley County Sheriff’s Office, if 
the city did not pay what it owed.

The situation was complicated 
in part because prior to July, the 
agreement was apparently not 
even written down.

Langley said that the committee 
had met with the county attorney 
and looked over options as to 
what they could do, but that they 
wanted to recommend that the 

Quorum Court 
hung on the 
elimination of 
Hamburg debt
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Langley

See QUORUM, Page 5


