











Nature and History
The Group Camp Experience

hat is the best thing about the organ-

ized group camps in Missouri state

parks? Floyd Lee, facility manager
at Lake of the Ozarks State Park, says it is
“the ability to resurrect your childhood and
reunite with yourself and your family.” At
Dr. Edmund A. Babler Memorial, Crowder,
Cuivre River, Knob Noster, Lake of the
Ozarks, Mark Twain and Roaring River
state parks, the Missouri Department of
Natural Resources has preserved group
camps that also give visitors the chance to
connect with history.

These camping facilities originated in the
1930s, when Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New
Deal aimed to lift the United States from the
Great Depression. Seventy-five years ago,
the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) mo-
bilized hundreds of thousands of jobless
men to work in forests and parks, planting
trees and building recreational facilities. In
1934, the federal government began buying
worn-out farmland for Recreational Demon-
stration Areas. The National Park Service
stipulated that these RDAs should be close
to cities. Missouri’s RDAs included Lake of
the Ozarks near the new Bagnell Dam near
Kaiser, Montserrat (now Knob Noster State
Park) near Kansas City, and Cuivre River
near Troy, 50 miles northwest of St. Louis.
In each of these areas and in several state

(Opposite page, clockwise from upper left) In
the 1930s, CCC enrollees cut timber for park
structures at Cuivre River RDA. Girls prepare
for a play at Cuivre River’s Camp Sherwood,
ca. 1940s. A camper learns woodworking at
Cuivre River’s Camp Derricotte, ca. 1940.
Campers prepare food in the outdoor kitchen
at Lake of the Ozarks group camp in the 1940s.
CCC Co. 1713 enrollees and locally employed
workers pose in front of the barracks at Roar-
ing River State Park in 1933. Camp Fire Girls in
front of the Hand Craft Lodge at Montserrat
RDA’s (now Knob Noster State Park) Camp
Shawnee, 1954. Play time at Camp Derricotte,
ca. 1940.
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parks, CCC enrollees built group camps for
urban youngsters.

Between 1933 and 1942, more than three
million men signed up for the CCC. Most en-
rollees were between 17 and 25 years old,
but some were older veterans of the First
World War. African-American enrollees
served in segregated units. The government
sent the men to work camps, where they
earned $30 a month. Local men taught skills
like driving trucks, repairing machinery,
hewing timber and cutting the stone for park
and recreation structures.

Camp counselors Jeremy
Sieg and Aaron Schwartz
demonstrate how to deal
with live obstacles on the
confidence course at Camp
Clover Point.
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Campers gather at the
dining lodge at Camp
Sherwood Forest in
Cuivre River State Park.
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New Dealers hoped that working in parks
would give young men a new respect for the
beauty and promise of America. Before join-
ing the CCC, many of the men were underfed
and lacking in hope for the future. Educa-
tional programs allowed enrollees to com-
plete high school or college courses. When
they left the CCC, many men had gained
weight, acquired useful skills and experi-
enced a closer connection to nature.

Many people believed that living close to
nature, even for a short time, could build
character. In the early 20th century, numer-
ous private camps attempted to rekindle the
pioneer spirit. When hard times eroded
American optimism, camp administrators
tried to renew people’s faith in hard work
and ingenuity. Supporters of camping pro-
grams hoped that young people who ate,
slept, worked and played together in a natu-
ral setting would learn firsthand the meaning
of democracy.

During the Depression, National Park
Service architects designed rustic camps nes-
tled in wooded landscapes. Camp Sherwood
Forest in Cuivre River RDA exemplified the
National Park Service ideal of the decentral-
ized camp with clusters of small cabins in se-
cluded units. About 20 campers shared each
unit, preparing meals in communal kitchens
and gathering in cozy lodges. Campers from
all four units could come together in the cen-
tral dining and recreation halls.

After World War II, Missouri’s three RDAs
became state parks, and the group camps con-
tinued to serve children and adults from near-
by cities. The Missouri State Park Board be-
lieved that the group camping experience
combined democratic ideals with a reverence

for nature. In a 1960 promotional film, the
park board asserted that children in group
camps developed a “feeling of belonging,”
along with “attitudes and understandings fun-
damental to the American way of life.”

Group camp usage for all seven state
parks with group camps peaked at 140,000
campers in 1969 and then began to decline.
John Balkenbush, a capital improvements
specialist with the department’s Division of
State Parks, recently noted that there were
sharp drops in 1979 and again in 1987, when
the number of campers hit an all-time low of
less than 60,000.

Since 1987, the camps have had their ups
and downs, but the trend has been gener-
ally upward. By the year 2000, the number
of campers climbed back up to more than
100,000. There was another downturn after
2001, but from 2003 through 2007, the
numbers leveled off at about 80,000
campers per year.

A 1991 study revealed that more than 60
percent of campers were children and ado-
lescents, and youth groups have remained
the primary users. In recent years, the camps
have housed growing numbers of church
outings, family reunions and wedding recep-
tions. Because of these new users, Randy
Becknell, facility manager at Cuivre River
State Park, reports a steady increase in
group camp visitors at his park from 2002
through 2007.

According to Lee, the Depression-era
group camps have had to buck a national
trend toward modernization of camp sites.
The department recognizes that preserving
the historic integrity of the buildings limits

DNR photo by Scott Myers



the level of modernization upgrades that can
be made.

After decades of programming at Camp
Pin Oak in Lake of the Ozarks State Park, the
Girl Scouts recently opted to move to more
modern facilities. The Girl Scouts left, but
other groups have come. The Future Farmers
of America overflowed from Camp Rising
Sun and used the facilities at Camp Pin Oak.
Camp Clover Point houses 4-H groups, civic
groups and a college camping program.
Camp Redbud, the smallest group camp at
Lake of the Ozarks State Park, works well
for church groups and family reunions.

Lee says park administrators are “looking
for methods to revive the natural camping
experience.” Recent developments such as
the Outpost camper cabins, which have no
electricity or water, have been very popular.
Summer heat is a problem without air condi-
tioning, but these cabins are popular in fall
and winter, Lee says. “People like the soli-
tude, the peacefulness.”

As if to illustrate his point, on a brisk
day last February, a fire burned in one of the
stoves at the Outpost. On that same day, a
group of bicyclists headed out of Camp Pin
Oak for a ride on a winding road through
the woods.

Keith Petersen, facility manager at Knob
Noster State Park, reports similar challenges.
At Camp Shawnee, the department upgraded
the facilities with electricity. Still, many
groups look for more modern amenities, in-
cluding air conditioning. The primary users
of Camp Shawnee are Reorganized Church
of Latter Day Saints youth groups from the
Kansas City area.

Petersen believes that organized group
camps “provide an environment for groups
to present their own camping programs for a
reasonable price.” Visitors can also take ad-
vantage of programming provided by the
“excellent interpretive staff here at the park.”

Becknell believes the group camps can
play an important role in environmental edu-
cation. For the past 30 years, the Fort
Zumwalt School District has conducted a
program at Camp Sherwood Forest for fifth-
grade students. Teachers bring their students
in groups for a five-day program that offers
hiking, caving and other outdoor experiences.

In Becknell’s opinion, there always will
be people who want an affordable experience
and people who are environmentally con-
scious who will want to use the group camps.
The best thing about the group camp experi-
ence, he says, is that “the primitive character

of the camps brings people closer to nature.”
Lee emphatically agrees. “You’re going to a
place,” he says, “with no Wi-Fi, no TV, so
you have to exercise. You have to play.”

Seventy-five years ago, young men in
brown CCC uniforms did the hard work of
hewing timber and laying stone for the rustic
structures and the group camping facilities.
The workers’ devotion is evident in arched
bridges, massive stone chimneys, cozy
wooden cabins, carefully planned hiking
trails and graceful shelters that blend with
the landscape. Many of these structures have
been listed in the National Register of His-
toric Places, and the Department of Natural
Resources has carefully preserved them.

The best thing about the group camps may
be that they give people the chance to con-
nect with both nature and history.

For more information on group camps in
Missouri state parks, contact the Department
of Natural Resources at 1-800-334-6946 or
visit the Web site at
[www.mostateparks.com]. v

Bonnie Stepenoff, Ph.D., is a professor of
history at Southeast Missouri State Uni-
versity, and author. From 1984-1992, she
was a cultural resource preservationist for
the Department of Natural Resources. Her
most recent book, From French Communi-
ty to Missouri Town: Ste. Genevieve in
the Nineteenth Century, is available
through the University of Missouri Press
by calling 1-800-828-1894.

(Below) Rustic cabins at
Camp Sherwood Forest, in
Cuivre River State Park,
provide a comfortable link
to the past and vary in size
to accommodate group
campers or families.
(Bottom) Pictured is the
rustic camp infirmary at
Camp Sherwood.
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