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​McCormick's Creek Indiana State Park

History and Tourism Guide for McCormick's Creek State Park and Owen County

Indiana State Park Travel Guide Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Established as Indiana's first state park in 1916, McCormick's Creek State Park offers rugged hiking, a waterfall, an inn and an excellent campground. 

McCormick's Creek Falls

McCormick's Creek Falls cascades down a ten-foot drop into the canyon, providing a lovely backdrop to the forest behind it. Easily visible from an overlook, the adventurous can hike down into the canyon on Trail 3 for a closer look. 

Hiking at McCormick’s Creek

Hikers will find over 14 miles of hiking, ranging from rugged to handicap accessible. 

Camping

Campers have the choice of 189 electric sites and 32 primitive sites. The modern campground comfort stations have hot showers and toilets. 

McCormick's Creek Fire Tower

Visitors can climb the McCormick's Creek Fire Tower for a commanding view of the surrounding countryside.

Owen County Tourism Guide

Indiana's Owen County has more than just the state park. Cataract Falls, Indiana's largest waterfall is nearby, as are many other nature preserves and an historic theater in Spencer, Indiana called the Tivoli Theatre. The book, McCormick's Creek State Park can serve as your ideal travel guide for Owen County. 
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McCormick’s Creek State Park is the first state park established in Indiana in 1916. It was one hundred years after Indiana received Statehood. That was also when the first area resident, John McCormick, homesteaded 100 acres on the site. The park includes almost two thousand acres of forest, campground, trails and fun. McCormick's Creek flows through a rugged limestone canyon, cascading over waterfalls and rapids. It flows into the nearby White River that borders the park on the west. Visitors may stay in Canyon Inn, one of the seven family cabins or camp in the modern campground. Located adjacent to Indiana State Road 46, the park is about 1.5 miles east of Spencer Indiana and about twelve miles west of Bloomington, Indiana. 

McCormick's Creek State Park

250 McCormick’s Creek Park Road

Spencer, Indiana 47460

1,924 acres

Phone: 812-829-2235

Toll Free: 800-457-8283 

812-829-2235

http://www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2978.htm
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History of McCormick's Creek State Park

Prior to settlement many Amerindian tribes hunted the area's rich wildlife population and utilized many of the other food sources in the area. Tribes using the land included the Miami, Pottawatomie, Eel River Indians and Delaware tribes. Game animals included white tailed deer, wild turkeys, bison, squirrels and rabbits. The forests yielded a rich supply of nuts and acorns while the forests floor provided blackberries, raspberries, plum, persimmons and grapes. 

Early settler John McCormick homesteaded about 100 acres of land in the area around the water fall on what became known as McCormick's Creek in 1816. Numerous attempts to build a gristmill failed because the creek's water flow was not sufficient. The soil was too poor to farm and the difficult terrain made transportation of the quarried limestone in the area almost impossible. Physician Frederick Denkewalter, impressed with the tranquil atmosphere of the site, established a sanitarium on the site now occupied by Canyon Inn in 1888. When Dr. Denkewalter passed away in 1914, the State of Indiana purchased his estate for the establishment of a state park. The founder of the Indiana State Park system Richard Lieber had become aware of the area and pressed for the property to be used as one of the state's first state parks. In honor of Indiana's centennial in 1916, the state established the state park system, with McCormick's Creek becoming the first state park on July 4, 1916. The park's dedication was part of the state's Centennial celebration. Originally 350 acres, the park has grown to 1924 acres through the acquisition of surround farmland. 

John Wesley McCormick, I (August 30, 1754 - April 18, 1837)

The son of Francis W McCormick and Ann Provance, John was native to Winchester Virginia. He served in three different regiments during the Revolutionary War, from 1776 through 1783. During the war McCormick moved to Pennsylvania, where he married Catherine Drennen. The couple would have fourteen children. In 1808 the family moved by wagon, then flatboat, to Preble County, Ohio. A short time after moving to Ohio, the family moved into the Indiana Territory. They first settled at Connersville but moved away due to troubles with the natives. In 1816 McCormick settled in the area that is now McCormick's Creek State Park. John died on April 18, 1837, Catherine on February 22, 1862. A stone marker inside the state park marks the site of their cabin.

Dr. Frederick William Denkewalter (February 20, 1842 - June 28, 1914)

A native of Baden, Germany, Dr. Denkewalter immigrated to Indianapolis in 1870, where he opened a drug store. Denkewalter founded the Spencer Mineral Springs Hotel and Sanitarium in 1888 near Spencer, Indiana. He passed away in his home in Spencer, Indiana from heart failure.  and is interred at Crown Hill Cemetery, Indianapolis. 

Richard Lieber (September 5, 1869 – April 15, 1944) 

Visitors to Turkey Run will find the Richard Lieber Memorial east of Turkey Run Inn behind the Log Church. The Memorial contains the ashes of the founder of the Indiana State Park system. Born in Düsseldorf, Germany to a wealthy family, he received his education from private tutors. To fulfill his parent's desire to learn English, he traveled to London, England after graduating from college. In 1891, he came to Indianapolis, Indiana in to join two uncles who had immigrated there. He eventually became an American citizen. He worked as a reporter for the Indiana Tribune and married the owner's daughter, Emma Rappaport. After visiting Yosemite National Park, the Rocky Mountains of Idaho and Montana in 1900, he became an ardent conservationist. President Theodore Roosevelt held Conference of Governors in 1908, which Lieber attended as a delegate. He wrote a series of articles promoting Indianapolis as the site for the Fourth National Conservation Congress in 1912. He succeeded in his effort, and served as the chairman. As Indiana's centennial approached, Lieber began advocating for a state park system. Because of his efforts, Turkey Run and McCormick's Creek State Park were established in 1916. Lieber passed away while visiting McCormick's Creek in 1944. His ashes lie at Turkey Run State Park.

Little Development

In the years after the establishment of the park there was little development inside the park.  Lucy Pitschler began leading nature hikes voluntarily in 1923 on some of the established trails. See the Nature Center section for Lucy's story. Canyon Inn rented rooms to visitors, beginning with its opening in 1916. The park also had a group campground. In the 1920's a swimming pool and bath house were built. The Great Depression descended upon the world in the 1930's, seemingly halting any chances of further development. 

Great Depression

Many of the structures, trails and other improvements to the early state parks and other facilities were constructed in the 1930's by men of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). The CCC programs have their origins in response to the stock market collapse that occurred in September 1929, the beginning of the Great Depression. The collapse began on October 24, 1929, a day that has become known as Black Thursday. 

Black Thursday

The decade of the 1920's, often called the Roaring Twenties, had been a time of great prosperity. Europe and the United States saw great economic growth during these years. During the later years of the decade the ills caused by increasing consumer debt, reduction in demand for goods and services and lowered industrial production led to unseen problems in the economy. The stock market had shown unprecedented growth. People of all economic classes had invested heavily in the stock market. Signs of economic trouble began to surface in 1929. Unemployment had begun to rise and stock prices had become inflated. A small stock market crash occurred on March 25, however the market recovered. Though there were small signs that this crash was a warning of trouble, the economy continued to do well. In August the market began to display signs of instability. Finally, on Thursday, October 24, when the dropped an alarming 11% when trading started. On Monday, sometimes called Black Monday, the market fell another 12%. Over the following couple of months, some recovery was made, but the trend was steadily downward. By July 1932 the market had lost 89% of its value. The market collapse impoverished millions of people that had invested their funds in stocks. This was a disaster, but it would get worse. 

Dust Bowl

The Dust Bowl of the 1930's had numerous causes, some natural, some man made. The Great Plains stretches across all of, or large portions of, 13 states and 3 Canadian provinces. The Dust Bowl did not encompass the entire plains but did include most of Nebraska and large parts of Oklahoma, Kansas, Texas, Colorado, New Mexico and a small sliver in Nebraska. Before settlement, the region was a vast, semi-arid grass land. The region is subject to high winds, which the deep-rooted grasses and other plants protected. Prior to the Civil War settlers, believing the area was unsuitable for agriculture, passed over it, preferring to settle further west. 

Homestead Act

Passage of the Homestead Act of 1872 by Congress began to change that. Congress offered 1/4 of a section, or 160 acres, of land to new settlers. This act, as well as the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869, led to an increase in migration into the area. Farmers began cultivating the soil, mostly to grow wheat. 

Denuding the Landscape

The farmers practiced a method of plowing called deep plowing which destroyed the native grasses. Ranchers allowed overgrazing of livestock, which also denuded the landscape. During these years an abnormal amount of rain fell, leading many to believe that the climate had changed and that the semiarid region would become wetter. After World War I, the disruption in agricultural output in Europe caused grain production to rise, leading to more acreage being plowed. 

Drought

A severe drought began to grip the area, beginning in 1930. The drought would last about 10 years and wrought severe economic and social changes of the people that farmed the land. 

Black Blizzards

The drought-stricken lands lay bare to the great winds that swept the plains. The remaining topsoil turned to dust which the winds picked up and carried with it. The dust clouds darkened the skies and swept east. The winds carried the dust as far east as New York and Washington DC. The fine dust penetrated cracks in houses, coating furniture and occupants with dust. Many hundreds died of an affliction called dust pneumonia, caused by dust infested lungs. The worse storm occurred on Black Sunday, April 14, 1935. The storm picked up and estimated 3 million tons of topsoil from Texas and Oklahoma. The resulting black blizzard caused the press to coin the area the "Dust Bowl."

Dislocated People

Farmers fled the region, seeking refuge further west. As people abandoned their farms, bankers had no choice but to foreclose on the loans, a process that aggravated an already dire financial crises, the Great Depression. 

Bank Failures

The industrial collapse in production and the number of defaults caused by farmers abandoning their lands as well as many businesses failing caused a loss of faith in the banking system. Many depositors began withdrawing their money. This process accelerated, creating a bank run as hundreds of depositors descended on banks to demand their money. The panic spread and many banks failed, leading many people to lose their money. There were four separate incidents of bank runs during the turbulent 1930's. 
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Smoot Hawley Act

Congress passed, and President Hoover signed, the Smoot-Hawley Act in June 1930 in response to the deteriorating economic situation. The main goal of the Smoot-Hawley Act was to protect American agricultural and industrial products. It raised tariffs on imported goods by 20%. 25 other nations retaliated by raising their tariffs on American goods shortly thereafter. The Act, instead of protecting American goods, worsened the economies across the world, deepening the depression that had enveloped the economies of most of the world's nations. 

During the depths of the Depression President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the Civilian Conservation Corps to deal with the extensive unemployment. 

History of the Civilian Conservation Corps

First proposed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in a letter to Congress on March 13, 1933, Roosevelt urged the body to create a program which he called a Civilian Conservation Corps. He posited that the program should confine itself to forestry projects, soil erosion protection projects and flood control and other similar projects. Congress passed the Emergency Conservation Work act, which Roosevelt signed on March 31, 1933. Since the public had taken a fancy to the name Roosevelt coined, the Congress later renamed the program the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). 

Goals of the Program

The CCC program had two broad goals. One was to take youth unemployed by the economic crises off the streets. The second was to restore and conserve the natural resources of the nation. 

Implementation of the Program

The operation of the program required the cooperation of 4 different Federal agencies. State and local relief agencies provided the Department of Labor with lists of men eligible to participate. The Departments of the Interior and Agriculture organized lists of properties to be developed. The United States Army provided the logistics and camp commanders for the local camps. The way projects were determined began at the state level. Each state had a CCC administrator. The administrator would send a list of proposed projects to the regional office that administered their states. The regional office would evaluate the properties in relation to the guidelines laid down by the National Park Service. After approval, a CCC crew would be sent to the site to perform the assigned tasks. 

Organization of the Program

After World War I the United States Army had divided the United States into 9 military districts to manage the military operations within the nation. Since the Army had the task of organizing the logistics of the CCC, the Army used these same divisions to administer the CCC. The Corps main districts were:

First – Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, And Connecticut  

Second – New Jersey, Delaware And New York

Third – Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, And The District Of Columbia

Fourth – North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi, Florida, And Louisiana.

Fifth – Ohio, West Virginia, Indiana, And Kentucky

Sixth – Illinois, Michigan, And Wisconsin

Seventh – Kansas, Arkansas, Iowa Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, And Missouri

Eighth – Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, And Wyoming (Excluding Yellowstone National Park)

Ninth – Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, Utah, Nevada, California, And Yellowstone Park.
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