
Caves, Springs, and Karst 
Think of this Ozark landscape as a three­
dimensional watershed-water runs across 
the land's surface in streams and creeks, 
down through cracks at different levels, 
and beneath it in underground rivers. 

Where these underground rivers burst 
onto the surface, we call them springs. 
Ozark National Scenic Riverways is home 
to more first-magnitude springs in one 
area (springs with daily flows over 65 mil­
lion gallons of water) than anywhere else 
on Earth. These springs offer beauty and 
respite to people, and they supply most 
of the Current and Jacks Fork rivers' flow. 
Some 81 million gallons gush daily from 
Alley Spring, while Big Spring's daily flow 
averages 286 m illion gallons (photo at top). 

Ozark Habitats 
CAVES 
Caves offer a challenging envi ronment for 
wildlife. Animals must adapt to conditions of 
darkness, cool temperatures, and high humidi­
ty. Bats use caves for shelter and to hibernate, 
sleep, or raise their pups. They come and go, 
find ing food in the outside world. Others, like 
grotto sa lamanders, live in caves full-time. Such 
species are often blind but their senses, like 
touch or smel l, have become acute for cave 
life. These cave dwellers (fu ll- or part-time 
residents) need qua lity groundwater to survive. 

This geo1ogical landscape, calie<fkarst; 
is riddled with caves and springs that are 
created as groundwater dissolves soluble 
rock like limestone or dolomite. As water 
flows from crack to crack, small under­
ground chambers grow larger and longer, 
forming submerged cave . These caves 
are revealed when the springs and under­
ground rivers run dry. The park has over 
300 caves. Many like Round Spring Cave are 
beautifully decorated with talactites and 
stalagmites. 

Other karst features here include inkhole 
like Devils Well (formed when the top of 
an underground cave collap ed) and '·losing 
streams" like Sinking Creek ( o -called 
because much of the surface water drains 
into cracks in the bedrock). Water moving 
from the surface through this fractured 
bedrock and into groundwater and into 
our wells is not purifi ed. We must protect 
this local resource from pollution- it is 
our only source of drinking water. 

SPRINGS 
Large and sma ll springs punctuat e the Ozark 
landscape. Essent ially the mouths of under­
ground rivers, springs attract plants and wi ld­
life, where the reliable flow, chemistry, and 
temperature of the water provide a stab le 
habitat. Watercress, duckweed, and other 
plants provide organic matter for an imals and 
habitat for aquatic insect s. At least 38 an imal 
species are found on ly in Ozark springs and 
subterranean waters and nowhere else on 
Earth. 

Bullfrog in duckweed 

History in the Hollows 
or cennmes IrTiiians traveled ffiese hills 

and hollows, moving with the seasons and 
following their sources of food. Spanish 
explorers in the 1500s and French in the 
late 1600s encountered tribes who lived 
in villages, grew crops, and traveled to 
hunt deer and bison. Life began to change 
for the Indians when vastly different 
cultures arrived. By the late 1800s most 
tribes had been moved onto reservations. 

In the mid-1800s American-born settlers 
of mainly Scots-Irish heritage established 
hamlets along rivers and springs. Families 
practiced subsistence farming, gradually 
building trading networks that used the 
rive r for transportation. Social relation­
ships centered around family and local 
communities. Commercial settlement gave 
rural settlers an incentive to come together. 
People gathered at mills, stores, one-room 
schools, and on the rivers to share ideas. 

Railroads brought commerce with the 
larger world. By the late 1800s thousands 

RIVERS Ef'f!ENCAY 

The rivers are home to scores of fish and other 
anima ls. Wad ing birds like great blue herons 
stalk the banks looking for snacks. Kingfishers 
dive to snatch unwary meals, perhaps a goggle­
eye. Green herons patrol gravel bars look ing fo r 
smal l creatures. Changes to the watershed (in­
clud ing areas outside park boundari es}-pesti­
cides, stream disturbance, and deve lopment­
threaten river ecosystems. One affected species 
is t he Ozar hel lbender, a salamander that can 
live for 30 years an weigh up to four pounds. 

Goggle-eye 

of acres of Ozark forestSWere sacrificed or 
railroads' insatiable appetite for wood for 
ties and trestles and fuel for steam-engines 
before coal became the fuel of choice. It was 
a boom-and-bust economy-resources ran 
out or markets dried up. 

The Current and Jacks Fork rivers acted 
as h ighways long before roads were pass­
able. Ferries operated until replaced by 
modern bridges. In the mid-1920s tourism 
took hold with the establishment of state 
parks. Outfitting and guide operations 
sprang up. Most used wooden jonboats, 
which were inexpen ive to build and- with 
their square, flat-bottom hull design- easy 
to navigate on shallow river and sandbars. 

Today Ozark regional culture remains 
distinct- a pragmatic approach to life that 
respects loyalty to clan and kin , values 
personal independence, and relies on local 
resources. Oral tradi tions and practi cal 

..ri> creation re ign: ~tor ·telling, hunting, 
fishing, trapping, picnicking, and , espe­
cially, family reunions. 

FLOODPLAIN 
These free-flowing rivers flood frequently, wash­
ing nutrient-rich mud and si lt onto the adjacent 
floodplains. Water may cover flat areas several 
t imes a year, or not at all. River cane, our on ly 
native bamboo, once grew here in vast thickets 
called canebrakes. Ear ly 1800s settlers used the 
cane for anim al fodder. When the overgrazed 
cane disappeared, farmers planted crops in the 
bare fields. Today canebra kes are be ing restored 
along riverbanks, slowing erosion and providing 
nesting for rare Swa inson's warblers. 

River cane (and far right) Swa inson 's w arbler 

Preservation and Recreation 
0Zarl<~1onaI SceniCRiverways was the 
first national park area to protect a river 
system in its wild, undammed state. The 
movement for a park started as a grass­
roots reaction to plans to build a series of 
dams on the Current and Jacks Fork rivers. 
Whi le local re idents and conservation 
group in nearby cities disagreed on how 
the river hould be preserved, most agreed 
that the ri e r should not be dammed­
they should be kept wild and free flowing. 

After much debate and compromise, Con­
gres officially established the park in 1964. 
The tate of issouri donated the three 
state park , Alley, Big Spring, and Round 
Spring, to the ational Park Service as a 
gift from Missouri to the American people. 
Land along the rivers between the former 
state parks w purchased and the whole 
area knitted t gether as America's fi rst 
national ri er park. The effort to save these 

FORESTS 
Ozark forests are testimony to nature's resi lience. 
A century ago the hills were nearly stripped bare 
by timber companies bent on supplying lumber 
for the rap idly develop ing nation. Today larg e 
wh ite oaks and shortleaf pine, Missouri's only na­
t ive pine, cover the hills ides. Sycamore and green 
ash thrive along r ivers. Dogwood, Missouri 's 
state t ree , decorates the understory, provid ­
ing shade for fern s and wil dflowers. Wild­
life, rom whit -tai led deer t o chipmun ks, 
fi nd shel er and food in these recovering forests. 

nvers-a remar a - e success story­
became the prototype for the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act of 1968, which protects 
many of our nation's free-flowing rivers. 

Since 1964 millions of people have come 
here to enjoy the beauty and recreational 
opportunities of the rivers. Canoeing 
and water sports are popular, as are 
hiking, camping, and birdwatching. 
Wildflowers in spring and tree colors 
in autumn are spectacular. 

Today the national park strives to protect 
the rivers and the watershed to ensure 
enjoyment of these natural and cultural 
resources for you and for generations to 
come. 
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GLADES 
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Dry rocky areas on hilltops are called glades. 
These are much like deserts, with bare rock 
and gravel exposed to harsh summer sun. 
Glades require periodic fire to keep them open 
and check vegetation. Plants and wildlife are 
desert-like too. Cracks in the rocks might har­
bor enough soil for a clump of grass, a prickly 
pear cactus, or a few cedar trees. A collared liz­
ard may use a rock to survey his territory or t o 
watch for a juicy scorpion or tarantula. Watch 
for armadillos; they run fast on those short legs. 



AKERS FERRY 
For decades ferries t ransported vehicles 
and people across the Current River, 
including crossings at Powder Mill and 
Akers. Eventually bridges replaced 
ferries at busy crossings. Today Akers 
Fer ry is the last in the Ozark NSR; it 
holds two cars. Year-round (except Dec. 
25), weather permitting. Fee. On Rt. K. 
23 miles south of Salem. 

DEVILS WELL 
This sinkhole formed when a cavern 
roof containing a lake collapsed. A 
spiral staircase leads to a viewing plat­
form. The lake, 80 to 100 feet below 
the platform, is larger than a football 
field. The gravel road t o Devils Well is 
very steep; use caution. Open daily 
Free. Off Rt. KK, east of Akers. 
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ROUND SPRING CAVE 
Ranger- led lantern tours take about 
two hours. Wear a j acket and sturdy 
shoes- areas may be sli ppery, and the 
cave is 58°F year-round. You must climb 
sta·rs • o get to the cave; stooping is 
requ •ed nside. o reservations need­
ed but group s ze s 1m ted. Open 
'.l.emona Day through labor Day. Fee. 
Of' Mo. H .vy 19, 20 miles north of 
Emme nee. 
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ALLEY MILL ROCKY FALLS 
Al ley Mill, with its ree-story bu ilding 
and tu rquoise w ater, is a photogra­
pher's del ight. M uch of the original 
equipment-a turome instead of a 
water wheel and rollers rather tha n 
grinding st ones-is still in place. A one­
room school house is nearby. Grounds 
open all year; mill in summer. Free. Mo. 
Hwy 106, 6 miles west of Eminence. 

BLUE SPRING on the Current River 
At 310 f eet this clear spring is Missouri's 
deepest. If t he St atue of Liberty w as 
placed on t he bottom, the t op of her 
torch would be underwater. The blue 
comes from minerals d issol ved on the 
w at er's underground journey. A Yi-mile 
trail starts at t he parking lot. Spring and 
trail open year-round. Free. Off Mo. 
Hwy 106, 12 miles east o f Eminence. 

Rocky Falls is an example of a shut-in, 
an Ozark term for a river natural ly 
conf ined in a narrow cha nnel. A st eep 
cascade pours int o a pool of w ater. 
Part of t he 550-mile Ozark Trail passes 
by t he fa lls. Trails and park open year­
round. Free. Off Rt. NN, 9 miles south­
east of Eminence. 

BIG SPRING HISTORIC DISTRICT 
Big Spring, designated M issouri 's fi rst 
st at e park in 1924, w as a Civil ian Con­
servation Corps (CCC) project in the 
1930s. CCC crews built t ra ils, roads, 
br idges, and buildings. Today it has a 
dining lodge, renta l cabi ns, and picnic 
shelters. Trails and park open year­
round. Lodging and food, seasonally. 
Rt. 103, south of Van Buren. 

p gYou 
Things To See and Do Many people come t o 
Ozark ational Scenic Riverways for its refreshing 
wat er and premier opportun it ies for boating, 
float ing, and fishing. The park offers more t han 
watersports. You can camp, hike, tour a cave and 
historic sites, examine springs, ride horseback, and 
join ranger-led activities, offered seasonally. 

When To Visit The park is open year-round. 
Most people float the rivers from lat e May 
through Labor Day. Weekends in summer are 
especia lly crowded. If you enjoy solitude or 
discovering wildlife, why not try something 
different? Visit on a weekday or in t he 
off-season. 

Lodging, Food, Services, Camping eigh­
boring communities offer lodging, food, and 
services. For details about camping and services 
in t he par , see he chart (below) or W./\ .nos_ 
gov/ozar. 

Family Friendly Par'k ! The pa , com n es, 
and partners are or ing toge her o c ean up 
t he riverways- and i t is making a difference. 
Rowdy behavior, excessive noise, and t he abuse 
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are strict! en'orced. For informat ion about 
laws and po es, contact the park or visit www. 
nps.go ozar 

Your Safety Floating, caving, and exploring 
can be b if you get hurt, you may be a long 
way from help. Cell phone service is unavailable 
in most areas, and getting medical help t o you 
can be difficult . Your safety is your responsibil ity. 

• Hunt ing, trapping, and fishing regulations apply. 
• Use fi re rings and gri lls; extinguish all campfires. 
• Be alert for poisonous snakes, poison ivy, t icks, 
and stinging insects. Wear insect repellent, and 
watch w here you step, sit, or place your hands. 
• Carry plenty of fresh water and wear sunscreen. 
• ATVs are prohibit ed in streams or off road; ride 
on unpaved roads only. 

Safety on the Rivers 
Regulat ions and Safety Tips • Always wear a life jacket (PFD). Children six 
• Springs are delicate ecosystems and are more yea rs and younger must wear a PFD on the river. 
sensit ive to disturbance t han the rivers. Please •Swim at your own risk; there are no lifeguards. 
protect the pl a nu, animals, and water quality. Do • NEVER ti e a person in a watercraft. Do not lash 
not pick plants, drink the water, or wade, sw im, or t ubes or canoes together. 
fish in the spring~ or spring branches. • If you hang up on a rock or log-lean down-
• Don't swing from ropes or dive or jump from st ream to keep w ater from fi lling the canoe. 
rees or c s. Every year someone dies or is • If you capsize-stay upstream from the canoe 

serious y n,tJred. t o avoid being pinned against a rock or log. 
• •exp or ng a cave always take four sources • As you approach obstacles look for a glassy 
o gh , e-,er go into a cave alone. Some caves " V. " This is the chute-the saf est route through. 
are closed to protect bats; obey closure signs. • Fl ashfloods are a r isk at all t imes. Wat ch the 
• Gass a do astic-foam food containers and w eather and be aware of changing river levels. 
coo ers are prohi bited on t he r ive rs and t rai ls, • Inboard motors and motorized personal water-
within 50 feet of r ivers and springs, and in craft (PWC) are prohibit ed. 
caves. (Bait containers are permitted.) Emergencies: Contact a ranger or call 911. 
• P-ets mus-rbe orra--~s . ~1~1rem----------------------~-=­
unattended or in vehicles. 
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Canoes, Rafts, Tubes Services 

Nineteen concessioner5 in Area Camp Gro up s ites• Rentals 

t he Riverways provide sites (7-45 people) 
rentals and shuttle 5erv- Akers 4 • ice. For a list contact the 

Pul ltite • park or check our website: 55 3 
www.nps.gov/ozar. Round Spring 55 9 • 

Two Rivers 19 2 • 
Powder Mill 8 

Big Spring 131 3 

Alley Spring 187 23 • 
*Reservations required (877-444 -6777). 
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Horsepower Limits 
Curre nt Ri ver 

Above Round Spring-Lower 
A ccess 
(except above Akers 
May 7 to Sept . 7 5) 

Round Spring-Lower Access 
to Big Spring 

Below Big Spring to par~ 
boundary 

Maximum 
horsepow er 

2S 

10 

40 

o Limit 

Jacks Fork River Maximu m 
horsepow er 

Abo e Alley Spr.ng Camp- 25 
'1round 
exce~t above Bdy Creek 10 
arc 1 to 1rsr Saturday 

before M emor,al Day} 

Alley Sprong Campground 
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0 40 

Note: none of these limits app from two miles abo ·e to o miles below Eminence and Van Buren. 
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Van Buren, MO 6396S 
573-323-4236 
www.nps.gov/ ozar 

Ozark National Scenic 
Riverways is one of 
over 390 parks in the 
National Park System. 
The National Parl< Serv­
ice cares for t hese spe­
cial places so that all 
may experience our 
heritage. To learn more 
about national parks 
visit www.nps.gov. 
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