Blake Mathews

Hoax Story


A supposed threat to female students at the Searcy Wal-Mart was proven to be a hoax, but not before it sent Harding into a mild panic last Wednesday.


The threat began as a text message warning women to stay away from their local Wal-Mart. That night, the message said, a gang would be initiating new members, and the initiation ceremony involved murdering female passersby in the parking lot.


By the time the threat was reported to Harding’s Public Safety, the message had changed: Harding students were now being directly targeted.


“What we believe happened … once that message came to campus, then one person basically copied their address book and forwarded the message to all of their friends, and then they copied it to their address book and forwarded it to all their friends,” Public Safety Director Craig Russell said. 

He said he believes the emphasis on Harding was mistakenly added by students as the message spread across campus. However, Russell said, Public Safety had no way of knowing the message had been altered at the time. 

“We simply had a text message that we did not know was beyond this locale,” Russell said.


Public Safety began responding around 10 Wednesday night, shortly after the reports started coming in. Resident Life Coordinators across campus were called, informed about the message and asked to tell dorm residents to stay on campus for the evening. 


The Searcy Police Department was also called, but its response was delayed. It, too, was dealing with a large volume of calls from concerned Searcy residents who had heard about the deadly gang initiations.


Social clubs Chi Omega Phi and Delta Gamma Rho were practicing their Spring Sing routine in the Benson Auditorium when some of the girls received the message. Senior and Delta Gamma Rho director Brittney Bowie said the clubs continued their rehearsal after a brief announcement but were eventually told to leave the Benson and head back to their dorms by an RLC.


“We didn’t freak out, but we were definitely more concerned than we were before,” Bowie said.


Senior Ning Cui said the text message spread rapidly among Chinese students at Harding. Some of her friends were skeptical, but Cui said she took the warning very seriously.


“My friend told me that it really happened before,” she said. 

Cui decided to call her friends and warn them directly rather than simply forward the message.


When the Searcy Police Department contacted Public Safety around 10:30 p.m., they reported that the entire scare was a hoax. According to Russell, reports of very similar text messages were coming in from police departments in Polk and Independence counties. Searcy police were skeptical that three separate counties would be having the same gang-related problems on the same night.


“When the police saw that, immediately the warning bells went off,” Russell said. 

After receiving the news from the police, he verified it on the Internet. The threat of gang initiations at Wal-Mart is not a new or Arkansas-specific phenomenon. According to several Web sites and news services, people everywhere have been falling for various forms of this hoax for years.


The first version of the hoax surfaced in Memphis, Tenn., during the summer of 2005. Mothers with small children were warned by e-mail that gang initiates were looking to kill them as they shopped at Wal-Mart. The first line of the e-mail said “Please pass this on to everyone you know...”


Snopes.com, a Web site specializing in urban myths, said the Memphis e-mail originated from statements that “an unidentified woman says she overheard in a bathroom” and later reported to Memphis police. The woman had no evidence to support her claim, and the murders described in the e-mail never occurred.


Similar e-mails and text messages have appeared in every state, according to David Emery of About.com’s Urban Legends Blog. Each one warns of gang-related violence against innocent shoppers at “big box” stores like Wal-Mart and Target. Some hoaxes name a city or region where the gang allegedly operates; others, like last week’s hoax, are intentionally vague.


Cui said even after Public Safety told the RLCs about the hoax and posted a bulletin on Pipeline, she could not completely forget about the threat.


“It doesn’t mean it’s not real,” she said. “Since so many people already knew about them, maybe they stopped it.” 

Cui said she believed “50 percent” that the warnings had been true.


When Bowie and her fellow Spring Sing directors found out that there had never been any actual danger, they were “frustrated.”


“That was valuable time that we could have spent working on our show, and they took 30 minutes out of a practice,” Bowie said. 

The two clubs have since been compensated and given extra rehearsal time.

