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Harold Bell Wright was born in New York but spent much of his youth in Ohio, although by 1896-1897 he had moved to live in Mount Vernon in southwestern Missouri, while conducting his first ministry as a pastor for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) at Pierce City, Missouri.  
Having weak lungs from which he would eventually died although many years later, Wright had been told by a doctor in Kansas to find a better climate so in 1898 he was out driving south through the hill Ozarks to find a dryer location such as in Arkansas or Texas, when his progress was blocked by the White River which had flooded, closing a ferry until the waters fell.  The ferry driver suggested that he go up to the nearby home of friendly John and Anna Ross.  The couple let him pitch a tent on their land at Inspiration Point, and later he modeled Old Matt and Aunt Molly after them in his most famous novel The Shepherd of the Hills.  
Places where Wright was a pastor included Pittsburg, Kansas; Forest Avenue in Kansas City, Missouri, in Lebanon, Missouri; and Redlands, California.  Before becoming a famous author, he may have derived some income from preaching but probably mostly from painting pictures and homes.  

Later, in 1901 James Forsythe, a Presbyterian missionary, apparently from Webster Groves or St. Louis, also came to stay in the Ozarks.  He, like Wright before him, found the scenery there stunning and spiritually appealing.  Whereas, in Harold Bell Wright’s case, the land and its people inspired a great novel which sparkled with positive religious, spiritual and moral values; in Forsythe’s case, the land and its good people moved him to pen a letter that would have a major positive impact on the area’s people and their children.  
While ministering in communities such as Sparta and Mansfield from his church based at Forsyth, the minister Forsythe also did some hunting in the Ozarks.   As he did so one day he met a boy who was also hunting and their conversation apparently went something like this:

“I see you’ve been hunting too, young fellow.  What’s your name?”

“Benjy Cummings, sir.”

“Nice to meet you.  I’m James Forsythes.  Say, what have you got there, Benjy?”

“Some squirrels, sir.  I’ve got to help my mom, dad, six brothers and sisters.”

“You mean you don’t go to school?   You look so alert and sharp as a tack!”

“No, not now, sir.  But I did pass the sixth grade!  I’d go more but dad says he doesn’t have the money to send me up to school in Springfield.”

“Well, you know something, Benjy, I’ve met a whole lot of other youngsters like yourself.  Now if there were ever to be a Christian school around here where you could work your way through and even live at except for weekends and vacations, would you like to go to it?”

“Why, Yes, sir!  I sure would!  I’d be proud to go to a place like that.”

Forsythe soon wrote to his parents telling them that people in the Ozarks greatly needed a school to help them.  He also wrote the Presbyterian Synod located in St. Louis, asking that it found a school of Christian values at healthful, high Point Lookout near Branson and Hollister, to educate economically disadvantaged young people desperately in need of more education.   A committee visited Forsyth and reported there was local interest.  

After two years of trying to gain support for a school in the Ozarks, James Forsythe took an assignment at Crocker farther east in Missouri on August 23, 1903.  However, the Taney County Teachers Association had also become interested in his dream and refused to let his dream die.  

Within days of his departure, it convened and it communicated its own interest in the matter.  The Synod felt the impetus to move ahead with to begin building what would become the original School of the Ozarks located on a high point over Swan creek at Forsyth, Missouri.  Some $3,000 were contributed from mostly local businesses and individuals; another $20,000 came from churches nationwide.  

In 1904 the Synod assigned its Home Missions Committee to the school project.  Members included Chairman W. R. Dobyns, Secretary T. H. Latham and Treasurer J. T. Fisher.

In 1905 the Synod sent Reverend A.Y. (or possibly H.Y. depending on interpretation of cursive writing styles) Beatie, to deposit money for 120 more acres to go with forty other acres pledged from a family in the community who were named Parrish.  The Synod laid plans for a 75 by 50-foot building with a basement and two large attics.  The site was named Mount Huggins after Louis and William Huggins, managers of canning factories near St. Joseph, Missouri who paid to equip the initial building.  Mitchell Hall was named after Kerr Murray Mitchell of St. Joseph who was also a benefactor and board member.  

On August 2, 1906, a group began actually cutting down trees and brush on the property.   In late 1906 building cornerstones were laid by the board, the Synod and an assisting Masonic Lodge.  The day was also marked by a large parade and feast along with speeches by minister James Forsythe, who had returned for the occasion, and the then new principal of the intended school, the reverend minister A.Y. or H.Y.  Beatie who however resigned February 7, 1907.   Also, 1906 was the year when train services to Branson began, thus bringing in still more tourists and persons wanting to stay and work.

Then on September 12, 1907, the local Republican of Taney County, Missouri, advertised, "Grand Dedication and opening of The School of the Ozarks. Planned is a Fish Fry and Basket Dinner.  Teachers and students should all be present. 6,000 to 7,000 people are expected."  The September 19 issue noted pupils would enroll for grades one through eleven from 9 until 12 a.m. noon; there would be a fish fry and basket dinner from noon until 2 p.m.; and from 2 p.m. to 3:30 the principal would present a literary program.

Then on September 24, the doors of Mitchell Hall opened, Mrs. John N. Booth of St. Louis presented an American flag, there were singers and speakers including Principal William I. (or T.) Utterback.  Classes began immediately after these ceremonies.  Children of the Ozarks began to learn and in many instances boarded.  Tuition and board were paid by the students not with cash but by their working on the campus.  The girls did laundry, prepared and cooked food.  The boys did yard work and cut firewood.  Besides school classes, they all also attended church services. 
That same year, 1907, the minister Harold Bell Wright’s novel Shepherd of the Hills was finally published, its setting being, as said, near Branson, Missouri.   It was extremely popular from the start, and it became the first American novel to ever sell more than one million copies.   In fact it outsold novels by Ernest Hemingway and Zane Gray.

Suddenly Wright was wealthy enough to leave off being a pastor in Redlands, California in order to write full-time at a ranch near El Centro.   However, he would move about time to time in the ensuing years including to states such as Hawaii and Arizona, often staying two years in the other locations to gain experiences for writing still other novels before moving again.

Meanwhile, on June 8, 1908 the first eighth grade class of eight students graduated from School of the Ozarks.  In January 1909 student Clint McDade began a column in the Republican called “The S Of O Owl!”  In 1975 he would donate over 5,000 orchids to S of O.    His regular column told about events and people at the school, becoming a valuable historical record.  Also in March 1909 contributions from the Westminister Presbyterian Church of Independence, Missouri, built Independence Hall on the campus.
  
Also that year Dr. F. O. Hellier, the school’s president guided the publication of S of O’s magazine called Our Visitor later renamed Ozark Visitor in 1945; the Daughters of the American Revolution, Daughters of the Confederacy, and Daughters of the War of 1812 awarded scholarships; a high school class began, and the faculty increased to six. 

In 1910, S of O received a gift of over 700 books from Mrs. Susan B. Weakley of San Antonio, Texas, other such donations came, and the Collins-Steele Memorial Library began.  Things got better and better for minister James Forsythe’s dream school, S of O.  Matters were also going well for minister-author Harold Bell Wright who in 1912 published The Winning of Barbara Worth which was set in the Imperial Valley of California. 

Then tragedy struck S of O on the night of January 12, 1915.  The girls’ area in Mitchell Hall caught on fire and soon the whole building had burnt down.   S of O students had to attend at another school although land was soon purchased to rebuild at what became the permanent site farther west in Taney County upon a bluff called Point Lookout over the White River south of Hollister.
Wright’s 1902 novel called That Printer of Udell’s had attacked the hypocrisy and impracticality of regular churches since he believed that they needed to offer fewer sermons with nice words or doctrinal arguments and instead shift their focus to rendering hands-on help to people in need.   His The Calling of Dan Matthews, which appeared in 1909, angered pastors because it told about a man called to be preacher who later had to quit in order to keep his integrity.  

They began denunciations of his literature which, however, backfired and quickly helped sell a million copies of the novel.  Their outcry may also have had some influence on the many literary critics who villified and called his works pulp, although with little success as the public has kept buying them.

Although forgiveness is the main theme in Shepherd of the Hills, in fact some of Wright’s beliefs about traditional churches form a notable secondary theme.  The main character, Daniel Howitt, is only redeemed after he has humbled himself by leaving a position as a world famous clergyman in Chicago, to dwell and work among the hill people of the Ozarks while sharing his spirituality as if a lay minister filling the role of an elderly, highly respected friend.

Wright’s most famous novel also ties in with the concerns of James Forsyth insofar as concerns education and work ethics.   Wright’s own beloved mother had died when he was eleven, then later his father abandoned him and his siblings, which led to his traveling about to different relatives, sometimes having to sleep as a homeless person in haylofts and under bridges.   

Before dying, Wright’s mother had inspired and taught him a lot.  For example, she read the Bible, Shakespeare, The Pilgrims Progress to him, and after a neighbor taught him art, she also nurtured his aspiration’s in that direct.  Thus, somehow, despite everything else seeming to work against it, the homeless orphan managed to learn anyway and became a student for two years at Hiram College in Hiram, Ohio.  It was and still  is a small but extremely well respected college, today counted among the nation’s best bargains as to cost but also educational excellence, characteristics remindful of the college which James Forsyth helped found in the Ozarks.

When Wright wrote The Shepherd of the Hills it was fraught with references to educational needs in the Ozarks.  The pretty girl Sammy Lane sought an education as to how to be a lady from the old shepherd,
Ollie Stewart felt himself educationally superior to the other hill men including Young Matt, etc.  By the end of the novel the old shepherd Daniel Howitt was able to show a city artist that the home of Young Matt and his wife evidenced not only culture and education but an appreciation of those as reflected by a piano, Mad Howard the painter’s lost masterpiece and a library filled with books which Young Matt learned to read.

Also at the novel’s end, workers are heard busily blasting a road through the Ozarks, although even before it can be completed the hill people have on their own initiative brought in the refinements of education and culture.  It was almost as if Wright foresaw the coming of the School of the Ozarks or had visited with Forsyth although no direct evidence for such meeting is known but might be speculated upon as the consequence of some ministerial association or alliance of the time.

All in all Wright wrote 19 books, some stage plays, and numerous magazine articles.  His stories are said to have inspired numerous movies such as The Winning of Barbara Worth (1926) in which Gary Cooper starred, and, obviously, The Shepherd of the Hills (1941) in which John Wayne starred.  The movie version of The Shepherd of the Hills certainly also contributed to the Ozarks’ tourism, population and general economic growth.
Meanwhile, Wright’s exciting Ozarks romance-adventure continued to draw readers to tour and sometimes settle in the Ozarks.  By 1956 due to the novel thus also helping to generate more business around Branson in particular, Missouri’s politicians had acted to install more and better transportation and communications in the region.   People kept moving in with their children so that the number of school districts in the region also had to be increased.
The School of the Ozarks then decided that to continue offering  services truly needed, it was time to add two years of junior college to its then four years of high school.  The University of Missouri later accredited S of O as a two year college, and later in 1961 the North Central Association also did so.  In 1964 the S of O Board and faculty voted to expand to a four-year liberal arts program which started the very next year. 

North Central Association gave preliminary accreditation for S of O as a four-year college program in 1965.  This was renewed until in August 1971, the association notified then President Dr. M. Graham Clark that it had given the college full accreditation.  

From 1989 onward S of O’s value and excellence have been regularly extolled by numerous national publications including U.S. News & World Report, Barron’s Guide, and Money Magazine.   Its name was changed to College of the Ozarks in 1990.  It was also ranked #1 in 1994 by the Missouri Department of Education. 
Wright’s position in American, British and world literature appears rather secure even after so many years.  According to Frank Luther Mott's 1945 system for comparing top selling novelists, Wright is only one of six American and British writers to write five or more best selling novels in the time going from 1665 to about 1975.  With him are the Americans Earl Stanley Gardner, James Fenimore Cooper and Gene Stratton Porter as well as the British writers Charles Dickens and Sir Walter Scott.
Besides royalties for his novels in English, Wright was paid royalties for the right to translate his works into other languages including Swedish.  The Shepherd of the Hills was translated into seven other languages.  It is dramatized outdoors on the hillside Shepherd of the Hills Farm from May to October just west of Branson with the participation of over 80 actors and actresses, 40 horses, a flock of sheep, some guns and rifles, a burning log cabin, and a 1908 DeWitt automobile.  The nightly play at Shepherd of the Hills Outdoors Theatre began in 1960, became the longest-running outdoor drama in world history in 1996 after being performed five thousand times, and it continues to break records. 

Today, largely because of Harold Bell Wright’s novel and the ongoing dramatization of it, the Ozarks region and especially Branson are famous around the world.  When international tourists finish seeing Hawaii, many fly straight on to Springfield, Missouri, then head south to Branson which is also the number one destination of motor coaches in the U.S.  However, many also enjoy visiting College of the Ozarks, though relatively few of them know what all was shared by the novelist of The Shepherd of the Hills and the founder of the lovely college.  A beautiful land inspired two great ministers and continues to inspire those who come to it even as those two also did, by accident or by choice.
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