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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Bid Bend Rural School, Steelville vicinity, Crawford County, Missouri is a rectangular, 
frame building which is constructed in simple, utilitarian manner.

EXTERIOR 

Dimensions

The school measures 20' along its east and west sides and 25' along the north and
south. Since it is built on a slight slope, its foundations are 8" high at its
east end and nearly 3' high on the west.

Features of construction

Big Bend Rural School is constructed on a foundation of native sandstone. Its 
exterior walls are faced with pine clapboards which were originally painted white. 
The gabled roof encloses a boxed cornice and is covered by a galvanized, standing 
stair, tin roof. The school originally had six windows, three on the east and three 
on the west. Five of these have been boarded up, and one, that at the southeast 
corner of the school,-has been replaced by additional pine clapboarding. The present 
makeshift door is composed of three, vertically placed oak boards. A plain, brick, 
interior chimney is located on the gable ridge at the west end of the school.

INTERIOR

Big Bend School is a one room structure with no basement or attic. Its interior walls 
are faced with 1 1/2" tongue and groove boards placed horizontally to within 2 1/2' 
of the floor. Here, vertical tongue and groove wainscotting with panels 1 1/2" wide 
continues to the floor and encircles the room. The ceiling is faced with 2" tongue 
and groove panels, and the floor is covered by 3" floorboards. Stretching the length 
of the west wall is a low podium which is 8" in height and 3' deep. In the center of 
the west wall, near the gable peak, a flu is located which originally served a 
wood burning stove.

ALTERATIONS

The fabric of the building is unaltered except for the replacement of a window at the 
southeast corner with horizontal clapboarding. The roof of the school was originally 
covered with wooden shingles and featured a short, rectangular, wooden belfry at Its 
east end which was faced with clapboards and topped with a gabled roof. This belfry 
was placed on the roof ridge at the east end of the school, just above the front 
door. These features were removed at an unknown date. The original windows were 
two-over-two, double-hung sash.'
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SITE

Big Bend School is located in a clearing on a prominent hill, three miles north of 
Steelville, Missouri, approximately 30' west of Missouri Highway 19. It is surrounded 
by ar. cak woods which stretches north and as far as the Meremac River on the south and 
v;est. 2 A sawmill for the Arneson Timber Company is located 1/4 mile to the southwest.

The school has two associated outbuildings. Directly northwest of the building is a 
dilapidated, rectangular, frame structure which rests on a concrete foundation and 
measures approximately 20' along its north and south sides and 10' along the east and 
west. It has an entrance opening on the south. This structure served as the original 
woodshed for the school. Further to the northwest and approximately 120' from the 
school, is a dilapidated, frame outhouse which faces south. Adjacent to the school, 
at its northwest corner, an underground, rainwater cistern is located, as well as 
vestiges of a former pump. The-cistern was fed by a downspout which runs from the^ 
cornice on the corner of the school. Neither the outhouse nor the cistern is original 
to the building. In addition, the blackboard, which stretched along, the west wall 
of the interior, the student's benches and the wood burning stove have all vanished 
at unknown dates.^

PRESENT STATUS AND CONDITION

The school and its property are securely under the protective ownership of the 
Crawford County Historical Society and restoration Is planned pending the acquisition 
of funds. The building is in a deteriorated condition, especially at its west end 
where substantial cracks in the foundation have caused the frame to shift and the 
west wall to bow outward.

FOOTNOTES

1. James Breuer, "Big Bend School Organized in 1893," Cuba [Missouri] Free Press. 
November 29, 1973, pp. 18-19.

2. The school was named for the bend in the Meremac River which surrounds it at a 
distance.

3. Statement by Mr. Leroy Leezy, one of the original pupils of the school 1n 1893, 
personal interview with the Department of Natural Resources, May 11, 1978.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Big Bend Rural School, Steelville vicinity, Crawford County, Missouri is locally 
significant as a reminder of a simple, more rural way of life which has vanished from 
the American scene. In addition, the history of this school is intimately involved 
with several important periods and events in the story of education in Missouri.

In Missouri, formal movement toward a statewide system of education began in 1825 
when the state legislature made it mandatory for each congressional township to form 
one or more school districts.' In 1839 the passage of the Geyer Act made possible the 
creation of a state school fund by authorizing the sale of the sixteenth section of 
land 1n each township to raise money for this purpose. In addition, this act designated 
eech congressional township as an Individual school district. The Kelly Act of 1853 
abolished the township as the writ of educational organization and created instead 
small, autonomous districts of seven to nine square miles in area. 2 The passage of a 
law in 1866 returned to each township the duties of educational supervision, but by 
1874, this law was revised, and the autonomous district was once again the educational 
unit in Missouri. 3

By the 1850's and 1860's concern was growing over the quality of education in rural 
schools and conditions in one room schools 1n general within the state. Due to the 
passage of laws which provided more revenue for public schools and to the increasing 
availability of better, more qualified teachers as they completed courses of study in 
the state's normal schools, there was much Improvement 1n the 1870's and 1880's.° In 
Crawford County, however, there remained much concern over low enrollments and poor 
attendance. Early In the decade of the 1870's, only one-third of the county's children 
were enrolled 1n school, and few of those attended regularly.

By the late 1880's, state allowances for education had again Increased as a result of 
higher taxes and the sale of cleared, state swampland. In Crawford County by this 
date, over one-half of the male children of school age and nearly three-quarters of 
the females attended one of the eighty-seven county schools. 7

The organization of Big Bend Rural School was a part of this growing Interest in and 
availability of education in rural Missouri 1n the latter part of the nineteenth 
century. The school stands on one acre of an eighty acre tract which was granted by 
the U.S. Government to Levlsa Wood, wife of John Wood, on September 2, 1882. On 
August 3, 1893 this land was sold to School District #6 in Crawford County for the 
sum of $5. 8 Pine lumber for the construction of the school was hauled by wagon from 
Smith's Sawmill 1n Washington County, Missouri, a distance of more than fifty miles. 
The building was constructed for the sum of $100 by John Salzer, a partner with J.E. 
Hollow in the Enterprise Planing Mill. 9 *
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School began at Big Bend in September, 1893. Classes covered eight grade levels, and 
school was in session, in the early years, for only four to five months of the year 
due to farming activities which demanded the children's time.

At first there was neither outhouse nor running water at Big Bend. A wood-burning 
stove was located in the center of the school room, and its pipe stretched to the flu 
in the west wall. This extra length of pipe provided a little more heating surface on 
cold, winter days, and there was much competition to get seats under it or near the 
stove itself. Seating was provided for the students on a series of benches placed 
north and south, facing the teacher's desk on the west wall. lu

Initially, the communities in the area of Big Bend placed a higher emphasis on their 
livelihood,farming, than on education. Consequently, students were often absent, and 
they remained at any given grade level as long as it required for them to complete 
the work to advance to the next. Due to this practice, they ranged in age from five 
or six to thirty years. During the school day, at the teacher's direction, the front 
bench was occupied by pupils in each grade level in succession so that each could 
receive the day's lesson at the blackboard on the west wall. At the same time, the 
rest of the students occupied the back rows of benches in study.

Students who completed the eight levels at the Big Bend School in the early years 
normally did not continue on to high school since it was not yet obligatory to do 
so. Those who did, however, were often highly motivated and encouraged on to greater 
things by their elementary school teachers.' 1

In the early years and into the twentieth century, teachers at Big Bend were paid $25 
per month. 12 At this early date no special education or certification was required 
to enter the teaching profession in preparation for teaching at a small, rural school 
in Missouri.!3 An outline for the basic course of instruction was provided to the 
teacher in standardized form from the Missouri Department of Education. It emphasized 
nature study and observation, such as seasonal studies of weather, insects and 
changes in plant life in the surrounding woods, as well as subjects such as simple 
arithmetic, American history and world geography. 14 Instruction was primitive by 
today's standards, but the one room format allowed the motivated student to excell, 
move ahead of his fellows and finish sooner than would be possible under today s 
regimented system.^

Big Bend School closed in 1949 as a result of statewide school reorganization which 
was authorized under Missouri Senate Bill No. 307 of 1948. Its .^students joined the 
much larger, consolidated R-3 District in Steelville. Big Bend School and its 
associated land was sold at auction by the state on February, 27, 1950 for $651 to 
Mr. and Mrs. Elmer Clinton. As a result of local citizen action on behalf of the 
school, the Clintons sold it and the land around it to the Crawford County Historical 
Society for the sum of $1 on October 3, 1973. 16



Form No 10-300a 
IHev 10 741

U.MTLDSTATLS OI.PAR1 MLNT Ol THI- INTERIOR 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM

FOR NFS USE ONLY 

RECEIVED

DATE ENTERED

BIG BEND RURAL SCHOOL

CONTINUATION SHEET ITEM NUMBER PAGE

The closing of Big Bend School and others like it was a part of the response of rural 
life to industrialization and the lure of the city which was felt across the country 
at the turn of the century.' 7 In Missouri, this change in the attitude toward educa 
tion was a result of a declining rural population, changes in the dominant mode of 
transportation and efforts to provide equal educational opportunities for all on an 
equal basis. From an average of approximately fifty students per rural school in 1875, 
school population in small schools fell to such a degree that by 1944, 48% of the 
school districts in Missouri had fewer than ten pupils enrolled, and 12% had fewer 
than five pupils. In Crawford County by this date, fifty districts out of eighty- 
seven had fallen below fifteen in their average daily attendance and thirty-five 
schools had fallen below ten. Because of the strain which low attendance put on the 
cost of education per pupil, small schools quickly became difficult and uneconomical 
to maintain.'^

Changes in the dominant mode of transportation in the early twentieth century also 
aided in the demise of the rural school. The location and multiplicity of early, 
rural schools was due to the practice of constructing them no more than the child- 
walking-distance per hour (two and one-half to three miles) from the families which 
they were designed to serve.' 9 With the advent of good, all-weather roads, the 
automobile and, finally, mass transit, this situation changed drastically. The need 
for many, closely-spaced schools vanished, and their existence became a financial 
burden to the state. 20 For example, it has been calculated that by the late forties 
the transportation of students by bus to larger schools cost school districts^? to 
one-third less than to keep many small schools open near the students' homes.

The last major cause of the demise of the rural school in Missouri can be found in the 
concern of adults for the safety and health of their children, the quality of their 
education and the equality with which it is administered. The White House Conference 
on Rural Education (1944) declared in its charter the right of each student to a good 
education equally available to all, adequate health services, library facilities, 
rural-oriented and well trained teachers, a twelve month course of study designed to 
cover twelve years and a modern, well equipped school building. Small rural schools 
such as Big Bend could not hope to meet these recommendations. Standards in teaching 
requirements at rural schools tended to be below those of larger, urban schools because 
small schools could not provide salaries high enough to attract highly educated 
and motivated teachers to an often isolated, rural environment. Very often rural 
teachers were those who could not find work in other more desirable locations." 
Moreover, due to high costs, rural schools such as Big Bend could not afford to stretch 
their school year from its five to eight month length for eighth/ears to that 
recommended by the White House Commission. One result of this,situation was the 
prevailing belief that rural students were not receiving as fine an education as 
their urban counterparts.
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In addition to these problems, small school buildings such as that at Big Bend were 
structurally not equipped to fulfill higher, modern standards of sanitation and comfort 
As early as 1908 Missouri State Department of Education guidelines for school building 
construction included recommendations for water fountains, modern toilet facilities, 
efficient furnace systems rather than wood-burning stoves, cloakrooms and carefully 
controlled light sources emanating from left and rear of the school room only." The 
date of these recommendations may provide a terminus post quern for the construction 
of the outhouse and cistern at Big Bend, but even with these improvements the school 
could not hope to be approved by the Board of Education due to its other basic 
deficiencies.24

School consolidation moved slowly in Missouri. The state's first, far-reaching 
consolidation law, the Buford-Colley Law (1913), permitted but did not require the 
combining of districts, though state aid was granted as an incentive for consolidation. 
This law was passed as a result of a nationwide survey completed by the Russell Sage 
Foundation in 1912 which ranked schools qualitatively. Missouri's schools ranked 
thirty-second, a circumstance which caused much concern and disbelief in the state. 
At the invitation of Missouri's Governor, Elliot W. Major, the Carnegie Foundation 
conducted another survey here in 1914 and found that the educational system of 
Missouri ranked below more than half of the other states with regard to quality due 
primarily to the low standards observed in the preparatory education of its teachers. 
This result was anticipated by the Missouri General Assembly In 1913 when the Crossley 
Teacher Training Law was passed which required high school training and certification 
for all teachers in the state. '

Another survey in 1927 in which Missouri gained a low ranking led to the passage 
of the School Law of 1931 which enlarged all districts to at least fifty square miles 
or $1,500,000 assessed valuation. An assenting majority of voters in each district was 
required for passage of this redistricting, so consolidation remained a matter of 
choice. 28 By 1933 the state was encouraging consolidation under this law by giving 
aid to counties in the amount of $1000 for each old school building abandoned." _ 
The Khite House Conference on Rural Education (1944), which has already been mentioned, 
brought to the public's attention the degree of deficiency in rural education in a 
way in which it could no longer be ignored. The small schools in Missouri and 
elsewhere had to either adapt and provide expensive alterations, or die.

By 1948, due to these previously passed consolidation laws, the number of school 
districts in Missouri was reduced from 10,000 to 8,300.^ In that year, Missouri 
Senate Bill No. 307 further reduced this number to 6,400. Crawfprd County reduced 
its districts from eighty-seven, many with fewer than ten pupils, to four, spelling 
the end for many small, rural schools including Big Bend.-31 ,But, the school still 
stands, a reminder of the simpler, slower paced way of life from America s rural past.
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The survey of Missouri's historic sites is based on their selection as they relate 
to theme studies in Missouri history as outlined in "Missouri's State Historic 
Preservation Plan." Big Bend School, therefore, is being nominated to the National 
Register of Historic Places as an example of the theme of "Education."

FOOTNOTES

1. C.A. Phillips, "A Century of Education in Missouri," Missouri Historical Review, 
XV (January, 1921), p. 299.

2. Robert S. Townsend, Education in Missouri - An Informal History (Jefferson City: 
Missouri State Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 1976), p. 25 and 
Phillips, "A Century of Education in Missouri," p. 300. Mr. Townsend's book contains 
an excellent chronological outline of important events in the history of Missouri 
education.

3. Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri (Jefferson City: Mid-Stat 
Printing Co., 1945), p. 24.

4. C.A. Phillips, A History of Education in Missouri (Jefferson City: Hugh Stephens 
Printing Co., 1911), pp. 47-51.

5. C.A. Phillips, "A Century of Education in Missouri," p. 202 and W.T. CarHngton, 
History of Education in Missouri (Jefferson City: W.T. Carrington, State Superin 
tendent, 1931), p. 136.

6. History of Franklin. Jefferson. Washington, Crawford and Gasconade Counties. 
Missouri (Chicago:Goodspeed Publishing Co., 1888), pp. 612-613.

7. Ibid., p. 613.

8. James Breuer, "Big Bend School Organized in 1893," Cuba [Missouri] Free Press, 
November 29, 1973, pp. 18-19. School District #6 inc1uded~sections 21, 22 and 28, 
Township 38, Range 4. The deed for this sale is in the possession of Mr. Leroy 
Leezy, Cuba, Missouri.

9. Ibid.

10. Statements in the above paragraphs are by Mr. Leroy Leezy, personal interview with 
the Department of Natural Resources, May 11, 1978. ^
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11. One such student was Leroy Leezy who still resides in Cuba, Missouri. Mr. Leezy 
was born on February 26, 1888 and attended Big Bend School from its beginning. He 
rapidly completed the eight grade levels there, and, due to the encouragement of his 
teacher at Big Bend, Miss Ollie Lay, he continued through high school in Steelville 
and college at Washington University at St. Louis. Mr. Leezy has served in many 
capacities: as U.S. Army Mechanic First Class overseas during World Warl; as a farmer 
and school teacher; as 16th Congressional District Deputy County Assessor; as County 
Treasurer and Probate Judge; as Justice of the Peace, City Councilman, undertaker, oil 
and milling businessman; as Postmaster of Oak Hill, Missouri; as Cashier and Director 
of the Bank of Oak Hill; as Treasurer of the City of Cuba; as Director of People's 
Bank in Cuba; as Director of Cuba Development Company and as a real estate and insuranc* 
businessman. He is a member of the Ancient Free and Accepted Masons, Independent Order 
of Odd Fellows, Order of the Eastern Star and the American Legion, among other orga 
nizations. Mr. Leezy fondly remembers Big Bend School and readily acknowledges that 
its organization enabled him to move ahead in class at a faster pace than would be 
possible under conventional educational organization today. Statement by Leroy Leezy, 
personal interivew with the Department of Natural Resources, Office of Historic 
Preservation, May 11, 1978 and Who's What and Why in Missouri (Hopkinsville: Histor 
ical Record Association, 1959), p. 282.

12. Big Bend School Record, n.p. lists the salaries paid to each teacher. Male 
teachers were always paid a dollar or two more than their female counterparts.

13. The Crossley Teacher Training Law which set standards for the education of 
teachers was not passed until 1913. See below, Section 8, Page 3.

14. W.T. Carrington, Courses of Study Recommended for Rural and Village Schools 
(Jefferson City: W.T. Carrington, State Superintendent, 1903) and Howard A. Gass, 
ed., State Course of Study for Rural and Graded Schools in the State of Missouri 
(Jefferson City:Missouri Department of Education, 1915) are outlines of such 
courses of study.

15. Leroy Leezy is a living example of this. It is interesting to note that today's 
"progressive" educators are opting for school rooms without walls where students can 
learn from each other and from the teacher each at his or her own pace in something 
which approaches a one room environment.

16. James Breuer, "Big Bend School Organized in 1893." A copy of this deed is in the 
possession of the Office of Historic Preservation, Department of^Natural Resources, 
P.O. Box 176, Jefferson City, Missouri, 65102. , 
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17. Bertram I. Lawrence, "Some Fundamental Considerations Concerning Reorganizing 
School Units in Missouri" (unpublished Doctor's dissertation, University of Missouri, 
1935), p. 17. By 1905, twenty states had passed school redistricting legislation.

18. Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri, pp. 123, 135 and 152.

19. Ibid. , p. 123. This area would have covered six to nine sections of land occupied 
by fifteen to twenty-five families in those days.

20. Bertram I. Lawrence, "Some Fundamental Considerations Concerning Reorganizing 
School Units in Missouri", p. 9 and Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in 
Missouri , pp. 126 and 141.

21. Missouri Looks at Her Rural Schools (Missouri Farm Bureau, et. al . , 1946), n.p.

22. Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri, p. 131 and Bertram I. 
Lawrence, "Some Fundamental Considerations Concerning Reorganizing School Units in 
Missouri", pp. 26-28. In 1935, teachers in small schools in Missouri did not meet 
minimum requirements in 90% of cases. One-sixth of them had no college education and 
another one-sixth had no previous teaching experience.

23. Recommendations for building requirements can be found in Howard A. Gass, 
School Buildings for Rural Villages and Districts (Jefferson City: Hugh Stephens 
Printing Co., 1908), pp. 5-13 and George W. Reavis, Plans for School Improvement in 
Villages and Rural Communities (Jefferson City: State Department of Education, 1914), 
pp

ages a 
. 50-51.

24. The existence of books such as that by George W. Reavis which is cited above 
indicates that rural schools did make an effort to improve even though costs were 
prohibitive.

25. Robert Townsend, Education in Missouri - An Informal History, p. 30 and 
Hubert Wheeler, Summary of School District Reorganization Under Senate Bill No. 307 
(Jefferson City: Missouri State Department of Education, 1950), p. 1.

26. Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri, p. 28.

27. C.A. Phillips, "A Century of Education in Missouri", p. 314.
 **

28. Ray Scantlin, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri, p. 34.
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29. Ibid., p. 35.

30. Hubert Wheeler, Summary of School District Reorganization Under Senate B111 No. 
307. p. 1.

31. Ray Scant!in, Rural Education and Rural Life in Missouri, pp. 144-146, Hubert 
Wheeler, Summary of School District Reorganization under Senate Bill No. 307, p. 23 
and James Breuer, Crawford County and Cuba, Missouri (Cape Girardeau:Ramfre Press, 
1972), p. 176.
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quarter (1/4) of Sett-Ion 21, Township 3£ North, Range 4 West. .Commencing 34 rods from 
the northwest corner of said t.rart. running south with said tract 12 1/2 rodr. thmrr
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