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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 (first
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

Xi



essays in context, I added a series of reflections 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 | 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 1 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, 1 tried to give
credit. A lot of people’s work influenced me, and I probably
have not given sufficient 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, 1 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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