
Truman State University Press

front_BSAutumn.indd   iiifront_BSAutumn.indd   iii 9/29/08   10:05:32 AM9/29/08   10:05:32 AM



Copyright © 2008 Truman State University Press, Kirksville, Missouri USA
All rights reserved
tsup.truman.edu

Cover art: Bryan Culpepper. Used by permission.

Pen and ink drawings by Bryan Culpepper; used by permission.

Cover design: Teresa Wheeler
Type: Papyrus digitized data © 2001 Agfa Monotype Corporation and Esselte 
Letraset Ltd.; a trademark of Esselte Corp. ITC Usherwood © 1990 Adobe 
Systems Inc.; a registered trademark of International Typeface Corp.
Printed by:  Edwards Brothers, Inc., Ann Arbor, Michigan USA

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Stepenoff, Bonnie, 1949–
Big spring autumn / Bonnie Stepenoff.
       p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-931112-86-4 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Ozark Mountains Region—Social life and customs.  2. Ozark Mountains Re-
gion—Description and travel.  3. Big Spring (Carter County, Mo.)  4. Carter County 
(Mo.)—Social life and customs.  5. Carter County (Mo.)—Description and travel.  6. 
Natural history—Ozark Mountains Region.  7. Natural history—Missouri—Carter 
County.  8. Stepenoff, Bonnie, 1949—Diaries.  I. Title.
F472.O9S74 2008
977.8'892043092—dc22
[B]

2008032546

No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any format by any 
means without written permission from the publisher.

The paper in this publication meets or exceeds the minimum requirements of 
the American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper 
for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48–1992.

front_BSAutumn.indd   ivfront_BSAutumn.indd   iv 9/29/08   8:58:29 AM9/29/08   8:58:29 AM



Contents

Drawings by Bryan Culpepper . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . viii

Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xi

The Hills . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

Part 1: Groundwork . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

Part 2: Autumn at Big Spring . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83

Epilogue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 137

About the Author . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145

front_BSAutumn.indd   viifront_BSAutumn.indd   vii 9/29/08   9:03:37 AM9/29/08   9:03:37 AM



Drawings by Bryan Culpepper

Common Post Oak Tree, 3; Big Spring CCC Gatehouse (or 
Entrance Station), 20; CCC’s Big Spring Dining Lodge, 30; 
Logging Virgin Pine in the Ozarks, 38; Canoeing on the 
Current River, 53; Big Spring Slough Trail, 57; Eastern Wild 
Turkey, 71; Groundhog, 79; Common Sycamore Tree, 83; 
Loading Logs on a Mule Drawn Wagon, 96; Camping on 
Current River, 106; Eastern Collared Lizard, 116; Swainson’s 
Warbler’s Nest in Giant Cane, 119; Hickory Leaves, 127; 
Common Ash Tree, 137.
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Introduction

What kind of book did I set out to write? Mostly, I wanted 
to write a truthful one. What is this book about? The short 
answer is that it is about Big Spring, which is a spectacular 
place near the Current River in the Missouri Ozarks. Of 
course, there are lots of books about the Ozarks, and there 
are even some books about the Current River. The one 
that comes to mind is Leonard Hall’s Stars Upstream (fi rst 
published in 1958). I like that book very much, but I am not 
Leonard Hall and so my take on things is different from his.

In order to give my take on things, I had to reveal a lot 
about myself and where I came from. I did not grow up 
in the Ozarks, but in another set of hills in northeastern 
Pennsylvania, where there is great beauty, but also great 
poverty. In my mind, I knew that this book had to deal with 
both the beauty and the sorrow of life in the hills.

This book began as a journal I kept during the fall of 
2002, while I worked on a historical study of the old state 
park constructed in the 1930s by the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) at Big Spring. I did my work under the auspices 
of the National Park Service (NPS), the federal agency that 
manages the former state park, which has now become 
part of the Ozark National Scenic Riverways. At the end of 
the season, I submitted a well-documented report on the 
cultural resources in the Depression-era park and I took 
home a collection of hand-written essays recording my 
personal thoughts. These essays became the core of the 
book. I edited them for grammar, spelling, and clarity, but 
I did not substantially change them. In order to place these 
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essays in context, I added a series of refl ections on my life 
before that autumn at Big Spring. 

Not much happened to me during that season. I had a lot 
of time to think, and in that sense a great deal happened to 
me. Since I am a historian, I spent a lot of time thinking about 
the past, but I also paid a lot of attention to current events and 
the people I talked to every day and the landscape around me. 
That landscape got into my mind and will not go away.

Although there are a few references at the end of the 
book, this is not meant to be an exhaustive study of any 
particular topic. Whenever I asserted a fact, I tried to verify 
it, and when I drew upon other people’s work, I tried to give 
credit. A lot of people’s work infl uenced me, and I probably 
have not given suffi cient credit to everyone. For any 
oversights, I am very sorry. Readers who have an interest 
in a thoroughly footnoted study of Big Spring State Park 
should read my report, which was published by the NPS in 
2003. Mainly, in writing this book, I followed my own train 
of thought wherever it led me day by day, and I tried very 
hard to tell the truth.
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