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The backwater lakes and wetlands
of the Illinois River floodplain
were historically one of the great
natural resources of the state. These areas
once supported a diverse economy based on
fishing, hunting, logging, recreation, navi-
gation and agriculture. Today, after a cen-
tury of drainage and levee construction that
essentially dried up the backwater lakes, we
have traded the multiple values inherent in
them for the single use of agriculture.

Many have questioned the wisdom of this
trade. Sustainable agriculture on the flood-
plain has proved elusive as variable crop prices
and increased flooding led to the failure of
many levee districts. Yet, despite repeated calls
for restoration, few of the levee districts have
been converted back to wetlands.

At the turn of the 21st century, we have
the opportunity to restore many areas of the
llinois River floodplain, bringing back the
values that were lost, such as wildlife habitat,
fish spawning grounds, improvements in
water quality, flood protection, and recre-
ational opportunities. As we examine the
values of the floodplain during the past 150
years, we can envision what might be recov-
ered through future ecological restoration.

DRAINAGE HISTORY

During most of the 1800s, the floodplain
of the Illinois River was considered by resi-
dents to be public property—a commons.
Although much of the area was titled to
individual landowners, ownership was often
in dispute. Many landowners were specula-
tors from the East and paid scant attention
to the land. Further, there was little that
landowners could do with the frequently
flooded lands. As a result, fishermen were
free to fish, hunters and trappers to harvest
wildlife, and farmers to graze livestock over
the entire area.

However, in the 1880s and 1890s with
the rise in hunting and fishing as a recre-
ational activity for urban residents and new
legal structures that encouraged drainage,
the landholders became more interested in
restricting access to the floodplain lands
through the establishment of either private
hunting and fishing clubs, or drainage and
levee districts. As a result, by 1920 more
than half of the floodplain of the Illinois
River had been drained for agriculture.

First the privatization and then the drain-
age of the backwater lakes threatened the
livelihood of the commercial fishermen. In
the early 20th century, a veritable war erupted
on the river as small scale fishermen and
hunters protested the fencing of riverfront
lands by hunting clubs and worked to block
the construction of levees. Up and down the
river, locals formed organizations uniting
independent fishermen. The “Fishermen’s
Union” provided money for fishermen ar-



rested for trespassing as well as for broader
legal efforts to protect the backwater lakes
fromdrainage. Fishermen gotinto gun battles
with wardens trying to enforce “no trespass-
ing” decrees. With perhaps some literary
license, a local newspaper described the gen-
eral mood on the river in 1908:

[A] state of armed siege exi[s]ts in some
sections, with blood shed almost sure to
ensue at once unless quick and drastic
action is taken by the state authorities.
Feeling runs high all along the river for a
hundred milesand more. Power boatsare
bristlingarsenalshidden in caves, lagoons,
sloughsand bayous. Skulking formscreep
overtheembankment towatch the move-
ment of armed guards employed by pri-
vate hunting and fishing clubs and the
land exploiting companies. On these
men’s faces is the grim determination to
protect their public fishing grounds
against the encroachments of Indiana
and Cincinnati millionaires, and do it
with powder and ball if it becomes neces-
sary (Mason County Democrat, 3/9/1909).

In many cases the state of Illinois sided
with the fishermen trying to protect the
backwater lakes from drainage. The state
viewed many of the areas as public property,
despite claims to private ownership by hunt-
ing clubs or levee districts.

Neither public protest, scientific study
nor state action protected the backwater
lakes from drainage. During the first two
decades of the 20th century, almost 200,000
acres of floodplain were drained.

ORIGINS OF THE BACKWATER LAKES

The Illinois River differs from many riv-
ers of the central United States in the exten-
sive development of floodplain lakes, sloughs,
and marshes. The origins of this expansive
backwater habitat lay in the geological his-
tory of the river basin.

Themodern lllinois River—called “ababe
in a giant’s bed”—has a relatively low dis-

charge, yet flows in a wide valley, with
floodplain lakes and wetlands stretching for
miles from the channel.

This was not always the route of the
ancestral rivers of the Illinois valley. As gla-
ciersretreated, the outlet for the Great Lakes
was not the St. Lawrence River, but a chan-
nel near Chicago. The enormous quantity of
water from the draining Great Lakes cut a
new channel 1 to 6 miles wide through the
old Hlinois Valley. As the glaciers receded
further, a new, lower outlet to the St.
Lawrence River was exposed, and the Chi-
cago drainage dried up. The modern Illinois
River, with a much lower flow, could no
longer erode the valley, and began deposit-
ing sediment, forming the modern flood-
plain (Kofoid, 1903; Barrows, 1910).

Rivers build their floodplains through two
processes, one vertical, the other horizontal.
When a river floods, it moves out of its banks
and deposits sediment in the valley, slowly
raising its level. At the margin of the channel,
where the sediments are first deposited during
a flood, natural levees are formed upto 4 or 5
feet higher than the floodplain. Rivers also
move horizontally within the valley, simulta-
neously eroding their outer bank and deposit-
ing material on their inner bank. As the river
moves fromside toside, it leaves depressions—
called swales—in the floodplain that may fill
with water. This water forms the floodplain
lakes, sloughs, and marshes of the bottom-
lands. During flooding, these lakes are con-
nected with the main river. As the flood re-
cedes, lakes are successively isolated from the
river (Ritter, 1978).

As the Illinois River meandered back and
forth across the valley, it left abandoned chan-
nels as low swales. These depressions became
the sites of the lakes and sloughs of the bottom-
lands. Filled to varying degrees with sediment,
some of these swales maintained permanent
connections with the river, while others were
isolated during low water periods. Still others
would dry out every year.

The values of the lllinois River floodplain
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are based on the natural variability caused by
periodic flooding of the topographically vari-
able lands created by the river. The interaction
of variable flooding and elevation created a
landscape that could simultaneously provide
for navigation, agriculture, timber, fish, and
wildlife. This landscape also provided abun-
dant opportunities for recreation and served to
protect developed areas from flooding.
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with the environment in their daily life:
Instead of adjusting behavior to accommo-
date nature, people adjusted nature to ac-
commodate their behavior.

Prior to the railroads, most produce was
moved along the river, making the flood-
plain lakes natural and important areas for
exchange of commodities. On Spring Lake,
from 1836 to 1877, shipping was tied to the
flood pulse on the Illinois River. A number



of grain dealers established warehouses well
inland from the river. Farmers would bring
their harvests of shelled corn, wheat and rye to
thewarehouse in thewinter. Inthespring, with
theriseintheriver, river boatswould come into
the lake and load the grain. Shipping out with
the flood, the grain was transported to Chi-
cago, Pekin, Peoria, and St. Louis (People v.
Spring Lake, 1912).

Even after the construction of the rail-
roads, floodplain lakes remained important
areas of commerce. Farmers in Spring Lake
Township continued to ship grain via the
lake. The road to the rail depot was over
sandy ground that was treacherous in wet
weather and only passable when frozen in
the winter. Inaddition, lower freight costs at
the lake allowed the dealers to pay higher
prices for grain than the railroad. From Lake
DePue, barges hauled grain, hay, meat, lum-
ber, and the exceptionally clear ice from its
waters to breweries in St. Louis as late as
1900 (Depue v. Marliere, 1928). Boats also
brought people out for a day’s recreation,
hunting or fishing on the backwater lakes.
Excursion boats traveled from Peoria, Ha-
vana, and Beardstown.

The lllinois River as a havigation route has
been continually modified since the mid-1800s,
affecting the backwater lakes in negative and,
occasionally, positive ways. After the construc-
tion of the lllinois and Michigan Canal in
1848, the state constructed slackwater dams
acrosstherivertofacilitate transportation.With
the increased potential for navigation repre-
sented by the opening of the Sanitary and Ship
Canal in 1900, the state of Illinois began
construction of the Illinois Waterway in 1919,
building locks and dams at Starved Rock,
Marseilles, Dresden Island, and Brandon Roads.
When the federal government assumed au-
thority of the waterway in 1933, at least some
backwater lakes received protection fromdrain-
age: Federal requirements to set back the levee
at the Wauconda Drainage and Levee District
led to the abandonment of plans to drain Rice
Lake (Duck Island v. Gillen, 1928).

The management of the navigation system
causes erratic flows in the river. Releases from
the dams upstream lead to amplified flows
downstream, flooding moist-soil areas in the
middle of the summer when their vegetation is
most vulnerable to flooding. The loss of plants
reduces the number of migrating waterfowl in
the area. Further, requirements of the naviga-
tion system, including the maintenance of a 9
ft channel, place constraints on the restoration
of backwater lakes. The river is not allowed to
reach levels as low as it did previously, prevent-
ing the drying and compaction of lake-bottom
sediments. Some scientists believe that this
may be one of the factors contributing to the
loss of marsh and lake plants in the floodplain.

AGRICULTURE

Even before levee and drainage structures
were built, parts of the floodplain supported
agriculture. Although growing crops was
difficult, some areas were high enough to
farm regularly, while others were ideally
suited to pasturing livestock. Most farming
was done on what was called the “second
bottoms,” a low terrace cut by large flows in
the river following glaciation. Safe from the
annual overflow of the river, these higher
areas of the floodplain could be cultivated
almost every year. “We would probably lose
one crop out of 12 or 15 years,” testified
farmers (People v. Spring Lake, 1912).

More common in the floodplain than
row crop agriculture was livestock pastur-
age. Common pasture stretched from as far
downstream as Grafton upstream to DePue.
Subject to periodic flooding, the area could
not be farmed regularly, but as the water
receded, grasses would grow on the exposed
mudflats. In low areas, cord grass grew,
while higher land had blue stem, forked
grass, and pea grass. Farmers either turned
out their cattle and hogs into the low areas
every summer or cut hay and hauled it home
to their farms (People v. Spring Lake, 1912;
Duck Island v. Whitnah, 1923).
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Between 1904 and 1930, many of the most important backwater lakes, including
Thompson and Flag lakes (top), were drained. As the land was placed behind levees
(bottom), ditches and farm lands took the place of the lakes. Source: (top) U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, Map of Illinois & Des Plaines rivers, 1902-1904; (bottom) composite of

USGS aerial photography, 1988.

Between 1904 and 1930, many of the
most important backwater lakes, including
Thompson and Flag lakes near Havana,
were drained. When levee districts were
created, the land behind the levees was lev-
eled for efficient farming, destroying the

subtle differences in topography that cre-
ated the diverse habitats of the floodplain.
Yet, even with the levees, farming on the
floodplain was by no means economically
justifiable. The costs of constructing and
maintaining the levees were enormous, and
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reconstruction after severe floods drove many
levee districts out of business. Not until the
federal government assumed most of the
costs of maintaining levees could farmers
make a reliable living in the floodplain.

TIMBER

Floodplain forests provided timber as
well as other resources, such as pecans. Where
the land in the floodplain was higher and
there were no lakes, vast bottomland forests
grew. Residents at the turn of the century
recalled that

there used to be lots of pecan timber,
cottonwood, elm, maple, and most any
kind there; maple trees in there would
measure two or three feet across the
stump, pecan trees, some of the same
size, and big cottonwood trees in there
and lots of big sycamore trees and any

amount of great, big elms. . .” (People v.
Spring Lake, 1912)

Like the fish and aquatic plants, the trees,
too, were regulated by the flooding. With the
drainage of the floodplain, many areas of flood-
plain forest were lost, along with the animals
they supported, including the wood duck.

FIsH

In 1908, the lllinois River was one of the
most productive freshwater fisheries in the
United States, trailing only the salmon fish-
ery of the Columbia River in productivity.
Commercial fishers focused primarily on
carp and buffalo, but catches also included
catfish, paddlefish and sturgeon. The 1908
catch from the lllinois was valued at $860,000
(almost $6 million in 1998 dollars), 10% of
the United States fishery catch.

The remarkable productivity of the river

Fish from the backwater lakes of the Illinois River were marketed locally, as at this market in
Browning, Illinois, or to larger cities, like Chicago and New York. Commercial fisheries for
buffalo and carp continue today, but, because of drainage of the backwater lakes, are much smaller

than they were historically.
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was tied to the extensive bottomland lakes
for two reasons. First, the lakes provided
shallow, still water, used by the fishes for
breeding and feeding grounds. Second, the
bottomland lakes supplied the food for the
fishes in the river proper. Biologist Stephen
Forbes’ work on fishes showed that “virtu-
ally all our young fishes, whatever their adult
habits may be, live at first on the same kind
of food. .. . thisfirst food—the minute plant
and animal life of the water, called plank-
ton—is produced almost wholly in the back-
waters” (Forbes, 1910). In flowing water,
without continuous replenishment, all of
the plankton would eventually be washed
downstream. The periodic flooding of the
river, however, added plankton to the river
from the backwater lakes. Fish had adapted
to use the resources provided by the flood,
moving into the backwater areas on rising
water where they breed, providing the young
fish an abundance of food. With falling
water, the fish moved back into the main
channel. Asaresult, Forbes concluded, “The
fish-producing capacity of the stream is thus
proportionate, other things being equal, to
the extent and fertility of the backwaters.”

As the floodplain was leveed and drained,
the fishery of the river collapsed. Not only
commercial species were affected. Bass, wall-
eye, and other fish supported a large recre-
ational fishery. While it was also affected by
pollution from Chicago’s sewage, scientists
concluded the primary threat to the fishery
lay in the destruction of the floodplain.
With improvement in water quality, the
fishery has rebounded to some extent. In the
early 1990s, about 1 million pounds of carp,
buffaloand other commercial fish were taken
with a present day cash value of about
$300,000.

WATERFOWL

The backwater lakes and marshes of the
llinois River provided abundant plant food
for ducks. As a result, the Hlinois River was

one of the major flyways for migratory wa-
terfowl and primary sources of duck hunt-
ing for market. However, as the impact of
market hunting on populations became ap-
parent, the state limited duck hunting to
recreational use only. Bag limits were re-
duced almost annually as the toll of hunting
on populations increased. Even so, the Illi-
nois River was renown for its waterfowl,
attracting huntersfrom throughout the coun-
try, including such notables as then former
President Harrison.

The river provided diverse habitats that
supported animals and plants used by water-
fowl for food during their migrations. The
main channel of the river and the more
permanent backwater lakes supported fin-
gernail clams and other benthic species.
These, in turn, were fed upon by diving
ducks like the lesser scaup. Aquatic plants
(e.g., river bullrush, American lotus, marsh
smartweed and duck potato) also lived in
areas of more permanent water.

These plants supported other diving ducks
such as the ring-necked duck and canvas-
back. They also provided food for dabbling
ducks like the widgeon and gadwall. Unlike
the marsh plants, moist soil plants (e.g., teal
grass, rice cutgrass, nutgrasses, water hemp,
cocklebur, smartweeds, and Spanish needles)
grew in areas that were flooded in the spring,
but dry in the summer. When reflooded in
the fall, these plants provided food to mal-
lards and other ducks.

Because of pollution, populations of fin-
gernail clams disappeared from the river
after 1954, leading to sharp declines in lesser
scaup populations. Probably due to sedi-
mentation and pollution, marsh plants also
disappeared from most of the backwater
lakes of the lllinois River by the 1950s,
contributing to declines of the ringneck and
canvasback ducks. Following that collapse,
the moist soil plants became much more
important for waterfowl. As a result man-
agementagenciesand hunting clubsincreas-
ingly manipulated water levels in the back-
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Wetland plants, such as this lush lotus bed on Quiver Lake in 1894, provided food for a variety
of waterfowl making their migration through the Illinois River valley.

water areas to produce optimal conditions
for moist soil plants. As increasing numbers
of areas have been managed for moist soil
vegetation, the diversity of habitats on the
floodplain has declined, affecting popula-
tions other than moist soil plants and water-
fowl (Bellrose et al., 1979).

RECREATION

Thefloodplain lakes were recreational mec-
cas. Besides providing fishing and hunting, the
lakes were used for swimming, camping, and
meeting grounds. Clear, spring-fed lakes like
Quiver Lake and Matanzas Lake became sites
for resort development and second homes.
The sandy shores and clear water provided
perfect swimming holes. Citizens of DePue,
on the Shores of Lake DePue, used the lake for
boating, and gathered in parkson the shores for
concertsand picnics. In Havana, aChautauqua
was developed on itsshores of the llinois River
and Quiver Lake, providing meeting grounds
for families.

As half the floodplain was leveed and the
remaining areas were increasingly controlled
by private hunting clubs, few areas remained
available for public recreation. After World
War 11, the state of lllinois—faced with the
influx of returning veterans—established
recreational areas at several remaining back-
water lakes along the river including Spring
Lake, Rice Lake, Anderson Lake and the
Sanganois Conservation Area.

With the increasing sedimentation, the
sandy beaches of Quiver and Matanzas lakes
have become degraded and many of the
backwater lakes are filling in with silt, affect-
ing the potential for future recreation. In
addition, there remains a need to provide for
recreational opportunities like nature walks,
canoeing, bird watching, and hiking. Some
communities along the river, like Havana,
are now recognizing their waterfronts as
touristattractions and are developing camp-
grounds, boat launches, and other river-
based activities.
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FLoob CoNTROL

Theimpact of the levee districtson flooding
was clear almost as soon as drainage of the
bottomlands began. “It need hardly be stated
that the restriction in the flood plain through
the construction of levees must tend to pro-
duce greater flood heights under like flood
flows,” stated a 1915 report to the Illinois State
legislature (Alvord and Burdick, 1915). How-
ever, the repeated calls for attention to the
levees’ effect on floods were ignored, and flood
levels and flood damages continued to grow.

The impact of the levee districts on flood
stages in the Illinois River Valley is easily
seen. By historical accident, a benchmark
flood occurred in 1904 just as levee con-
struction first began accelerating. Prior to
this date, only 18,100 acres were in levee
districts. Thus, we can compare the dis-
charge and height of flood stage of subse-
quent floods with the 1904 flood to see the
impact of this levee district construction.
The 1904 flood had a devastating affect on
the Illinois River. With a discharge at
Beardstown of 115,000 cfs, the flood was
the greatest since 1844. By the time of the
1913 flood, there were 123,000 acres in
levee districts. Discharge during this flood
was only 92,000 cfs, yet the flood height was
1.7 feet higher than in 1904.

By 1922, there were 190,000 acres in
levee districts and the 100,000 cfs flood of
that year produced flood heights 5 feet higher
than in 1904. The 1943 flood had the iden-
tical discharge to 1904, yet was almost 10
feet higher. Damages from this flood
amounted to $152 million in 1998 dollars.
Further floods hitin 1973, 1993, and 1995.
Restoration of the backwater lakes could
increase the storage and conveyance capac-
ity of the floodplain, reducing the severity of
flooding (State of Illinois, 1950).

WATER QUALITY

Because of the increase in erosion of

upland areas throughout Illinois, the sedi-
ment load of the river has increased substan-
tially. Described as a clear river by the earli-
est explorers of the 17th century and even
through the scientific studies of the 1890s,
the lllinois River is now highly turbid. Asthe
river floods, it drops much of its load of
sediment in the remaining backwater lakes.

As a result, those backwater lakes that
were spared during the drainage boon, have
been filling in with sediment. If current
sedimentation rates continue, the depths of
the remaining lakes could be reduced by half
every 24 years (Bellrose et al., 1983). Be-
cause more than half the area of the flood-
plain is prevented from flooding by levees,
the remaining backwater lakes receive much
more sediment after each flood.

RESTORATION EFFORTS

The value of the backwater lakes to Ili-
nois is made graphic by the early and re-
peated efforts of citizens, engineers, and
scientists to restore the lakes following their
draining. In the early 1900s as construction
of levee districts was first accelerating, biolo-
gist Charles Kofoid wrote, “the develop-
ment in recent years of extensive systems of
levees in the bottoms of the Illinois River for
the purpose of protecting farm lands from
untimely floods increases the importance of,
and necessity for, the reservoir backwaters”
(Kofoid, 1903). Several years later, Stephen
Forbes, afounder of the science of ecology in
the United States, added, “the reservation of
the most valuable feeding groundsand breed-
ing grounds of fishes might well be under-
taken by whatever legal process is necessary
and possible” (Forbes, 1914).

As Forbes and other scientists argued for
the importance of backwater lakes in sup-
porting the commercial fishery, the legisla-
ture sought to protect the undrained lakes.
In 1919, a bill was passed in the lllinois
legislature to provide $50,000 for the pur-
chase of backwater lakes as fish breeding
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grounds, but the governor vetoed the bill
(Forbes, 1919).

The effects of drainage on fish and wild-
life was becoming clear, however. In the
1920s, the Chicago-based lzaak Walton
League led a national effort to establish the
Mississippi River Wildlife Refuge, includ-
ing areas of the Mississippi bottoms in 1lli-
nois (Scarpino, 1985). While the lllinois
River floodplain was not directly affected,
the federal government became increasingly
involved in the conservation and restoration
of backwater lakes.

In 1935, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice purchased a levee district just north of
Havana that, although drained for agricul-
ture in the 1920s, continued flooding de-
stroyed the levees and the district went bank-
rupt. However, the damage had already been
done: thisarea of great topographic diversity
had been replaced by Lake Chautauqua, a
large, shallow lake basin.

The post-war period, 1945-1955, saw
the largest purchases of floodplain areas by
the state. As devastating floods hit the Illi-
nois Valley in 1943 and again in 1944, the
role of the levee districts in increasing flood
heights was again questioned. At the same
time, the Department of Conservation was
concerned that the huge influx of returning
Gls from WWII would create increased
demand for hunting and fishing. Because
prime hunting areas were owned by the
hunting clubs, the department looked to the
purchase of marginal levee districts and res-
toration of backwater lakes to provide recre-
ation areas (lllinois Conservation, 1945;
Outdoors in Illinois, 1951). A report to the
Department of Conservation suggested the
purchase of almost 52,000 acres in eight
levee districts to be restored to backwater
lakes. During this period, the state did in-
deed buy many acres in the floodplain, but
they did not restore any levee districts along
the lllinois River. Rather, most of these areas
were still wetlands owned by hunting clubs,
and the actual acreage of wetlands in the

Illinois Valley did not increase substantially.

Some formerly leveed areas on the Missis-
sippi River, however, were purchased and
restored (Outdoors in Illinois, 1950). At
this time, the Rice Lake, Sanganois, Spring
Lake, and Marshall County State Conserva-
tion Areas were established with initial land
purchases of 10,055 acres. By 1998, the
conservation areas first established during
this period had expanded to atotal of 23,552
acres (IDNR, 1998).

State purchase of floodplain lands hit a
lull until 1964, when another decade of land
purchases occurred. In 1969, the Division of
Waterways presented a comprehensive plan
for the “preservation, restoration and devel-
opment” of the lllinois River backwater
lakes from Grafton to Dresden Island (State
of Illinois, 1969). The report recommended
the purchase of 47,000 acres of the flood-
plain from abandoned levee districts and
hunting and fishing clubs and led to the
purchase of 2,080 acres of the Illinois River
Fish and Wildlife Area along Peoria Lake
and 1,942 acres at Lake DePue.

Finally, following the Mississippi River
floods of 1993, there has been a new move to
restore areas of the Illinois River floodplain.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and The
Nature Conservancy are buying land in the
Spoon River bottoms area, creating the
Emiquon Wildlife Refuge. The Nature Con-
servancy has bought a levee district near
Meredosia and with the help of The Wet-
lands Initiative is restoring the former wet-
lands, now called the Spunky Bottoms.

CONCLUSION

The history of the backwater lakes and
the floodplain is a history of a decline in the
quantity and diversity of habitat, loss of
flood storage, loss of recreational opportuni-
ties, and loss of the unique nature of the
Ilinois River valley. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the Illinois River bottomlands were a
spectacular natural resource, stretching 211

10 WETLAND MATTERS, JUNE 2000



miles from DePue to the confluence with
the Mississippi. Vast areas of bottomland
forest stretched for miles, interspersed with
wetlands, sloughs and lakes, teeming with
fish and wildlife. When the floodplain was
drained and leveed, citizens of Illinois lost
many of the values of the backwater lakes:
fish and wildlife habitat, recreational areas,
flood storage areas, and water quality man-
agement. However, if these areas are re-
stored, the history of the Illinois River flood-
plain suggests that these values can be recov-
ered. A restored floodplain is a natural,
multiple-use landscape.

We do not necessarily have to choose
among competing interests. The topographic
diversity of the floodplain provided areas
with many different characteristics: deep
water for fish, moist soil flats for waterfowl,
a channel for navigation, higher lands for
agriculture. Agriculture, navigation, recre-
ation, and fish and wildlife can coexist on a
floodplain restored to its former diversity.
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