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The Life of Leo Drey From the President 

 

The L-A-D Foundation’s Annual Report is a summary of the year’s achievements and changes.  

This year it is appropriate that we pause and celebrate the life of our founder, Leo Drey, and reflect on 

the Foundation’s stewardship of Leo’s lands and legacy. 
 

The story of Leo’s persistent and successful acquisition of Ozark forestland is the stuff of      

legend, and his role in Missouri’s conservation history is equally remarkable.  Leo began his life’s work 

modestly, seeking out individual landowners and acquiring land piecemeal.  He fondly remembered his 

very first land purchase in 1951.  In 1954, he was able to advance his vision a giant step with the       

purchase of nearly 90,000 acres from National Distillers Corporation.  This purchase was the largest  

ever in Missouri for conservation purposes.  Leo continued acquiring land for 30 years, accumulating the 

nearly 154,000 acres he called Pioneer Forest.  Pioneer has for more than 60 years represented Leo’s 

philosophy of conservative productive forestry.  It remains so. 
 

Widely known as a conservation forester, Leo also had a strong interest in protecting areas of 

unique natural history or cultural value.  He organized the L-A-D Foundation in 1962 to be a steward of 

such special places, and began to donate property to the Foundation for those purposes.  Some notable 

examples of such tracts: Grand Gulf in Oregon County, a spectacular cave and karst site; Dillard Mill in 

Crawford County, a remarkably complete and picturesque mill along the Huzzah Creek; and Hickory 

Canyons, in Ste. Genevieve County, a richly vegetated valley in Ozark Boarder sandstone country.  The    

L-A-D Foundation owns Dillard Mill and Grand Gulf, and donates the leases to manage these areas as 

Missouri State Parks.  The Foundation donates leases for Hickory Canyons and six others to the         

Missouri Department of Conservation for management as Missouri Natural Areas. 
 

In 2004, Leo and his wife Kay donated most of Pioneer Forest, 140,000 acres, to the L-A-D 

Foundation.  This property includes the Roger Pryor Pioneer Backcountry, an undivided tract of land 

measuring fourteen miles east to west, ten miles north to south, and situated along the northeast flank of 

the Current River.  The Backcountry is a working forest but also includes primitive outdoor recreation.  

The Backcountry is generally considered the largest single expanse of undeveloped land in Missouri. 
 

Leo understood the remarkable importance of unspoiled rivers to the integrity of the Ozarks, 

especially the Current and the Eleven Point.  Familiar to many conservationists is Leo’s personal work 

with the Dennig family to acquire their nearly 7,000 acres along the Eleven Point to protect Greer Spring 

and surrounding lands.  That property was made available at a bargain sale to the Mark Twain National 

Forest and is now considered the heart of the Eleven Point National Scenic River. 
 

The loss of a mentor and a friend is never easy, but all of us, and all Missourians for generations 

to come, will continue to benefit from all that Leo Drey left behind. 
 

 Many thanks to our staff and to that of Tower Grove Park for their excellent work in arranging 

for the Celebration of Leo’s Life on June 29.  Thanks as well to the organizing committee for that event, 

which produced a memorable and meaningful evening for all who could attend. 

 

       Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

       John A. Karel 

       President, L-A-D Foundation 
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