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The Missouri River from its utmost source to its mouth is 2,540 miles in length, 

the longest river in North America.  Its basin drains over 529,350 square miles.  The 
River was formed about 115,000 – 130,000 years ago from the runoff of the melting 
glaciers that covered the northern half of the continent during the Ice Age.  Around 
12,000 years ago, the river valley had reached its current configuration as the last ice 
sheet retreated north.  Saline County has more miles of Missouri river shoreline and 
bottomland than any other county on the river.  

 
The Missouri River had been the water highway of the American west since 

humans set foot on the continent.  We say there are two archaeological sites on the 
Missouri – the left bank and the right bank.  Living on the river was like living near the 
Interstate.  Since transportation and commerce were linked to rivers it was only 
natural that the early European and American trading posts, settlements and towns 
were established on or near the Missouri. 
 
Descriptions of the River   
The first European known to have seen and written a description of the Missouri River 
was Father Pierre Marquette a Jesuit priest who floated down the Mississippi in June 
of 1673: 

“As we were gently sailing down the still, clear water, we heard a noise of a rapid 
into which we were about to fall.  I have seen nothing more frightful, a mass of 
large trees entire with branches, real floating islands came from Pekitanoui, so 
impetuous that we could not without great danger expose ourselves to pass 
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across.  The agitation was so great that the water was all muddy, and could not get 
clear.  The Pekitanoui is a considerable river coming from the northwest and 
empties into the Mississippi.  Many towns are located on this river and I hope to 
make the discovery of the Vermilion or California Sea [Pacific Ocean].” 
 
Pekitanoui, in the Algonquin language of Marquette’s Peoria Indian guides means 

“Big Muddy” the most common nickname for Missouri River. Many mistakenly believe 
the word “Missouri” translates as “Big Muddy.” So where does the name “Missouri” come 
from, and what does it mean?   Father Marquette asked his Peoria guides what people 
lived on the Pekitanoui and they replied “amihsoori” which he wrote as Ouemessourit.  
In their language, the word signifies wooden dugout canoes.  So Missouri can be 
interpreted as meaning “people of wood canoe.”  The name “River of the Missouris” 
eventually superseded Pekitanoui because the Missouris or Missouria were the first 
people encountered there.    

 
 Father Zenobius Membre a Franciscan priest accompanying the Robert LaSalle 

expedition down the Colbert (Mississippi) River in 1682 also wrote of the Missouri which 
he mistakenly called the River of the Osages:  

“Lower down we found the river of the Ozages coming from the West. It is full as 
large as the river Colbert, into which it empties, and which is so disturbed by it 
that from the mouth of this river the water is hardly drinkable. The Indians assured 
us that this river is formed by many others, and that they ascend it for ten or 
twelve days to a mountain where they have their source; and that beyond this 
mountain is the sea, where great ships are seen; that it is peopled by a great 
number of large villages, of several different nations; that there are lands and 
prairies, and great cattle and beaver hunting. Although this river is very large, the 
main river does not seem augmented by it; but it pours in so much mud that from 
its mouth the water of the great river, whose bed is also very slimy, is more like 
clear mud than river water...” 
 

La Salle claimed the Mississippi and all the rivers draining into for France, naming 
the vast area “Louisiana” in honor of King Louis XIV.  Members of the LaSalle expedition 
as well as Father Marquette believed that the Missouri River offered a route to the 
Pacific Ocean.  Part of Lewis and Clark’s mission was to find the fabled “Northwest 
Passage” envisioned by the French 130 years earlier.  The French also believed that the 



headwaters of the Missouri were in the mountains just north of Santa Fe New Mexico.  
They were off by a thousand miles.  

 
Mark Twain is often credited as originating the phrase; “The Missouri River is too 

thick to drink, and too thin to plow.” Clearly, Marquette and Membre had that concept 
in mind when describing the Missouri.  Some simple tests in the 19th century revealed 
that as nearly the truth.  On June 21, 1804 William Clark wrote “The water we Drink, of 
the Common water of the missourie at this time, contains half a Common Wine Glass (8 
oz) of ooze or mud to every pint.” If you mix that recipe in a pint jar today, no light will 
pass through it.  The Western artist George Catlin made a three month journey from St. 
Louis to the mouth of the Yellowstone River in 1832 aboard the steamboat Yellowstone 
and said; 

“Owing to the continual falling in of its rich alluvial banks, its water is always 
turbid and opaque; having, at all seasons of the year, the color of a cup of 
chocolate or coffee, with sugar and cream stirred into it. To give a better 
definition of its density and opacity, I have tried a number of simple experiments 
with it…the results of which I was exceedingly surprised. By placing a piece of 
silver (and afterwards a piece of shell, which is a much whiter substance) in a 
tumbler of its water, and looking through the side of the glass, I ascertained that 
those substances could not be seen through the eighth part of an inch; “ 
 

Catlin further described the condition of the river:  
“For the distance of 1000 miles above St. Louis, the shores of this river (and, in 
many places, the whole bed of the stream) are filled with snags and raft, formed of 
trees of the largest size, which have been undermined by the falling banks and 
cast into the stream; their roots becoming fastened in the bottom of the river, 
with their tops floating on the surface of the water, and pointing down the 
stream, forming the most frightful and discouraging prospect for the adventurous 
voyageur.  Almost every island and sand-bar is covered with huge piles of these 
floating trees, and when the river is flooded, its surface is almost literally covered 
with floating raft and drift wood; which bids positive defiance to keel-boats and 
steamers, on their way up the river. With what propriety this "Hell of waters" 
might be denominated the "River Styx," I will not undertake to decide; but 
nothing could be more appropriate or innocent than to call it the River of Sticks. “ 
 
  In 1823, Duke Paul of Württemberg Germany toured the American west and 

while ascending the Missouri reported that it was an especially noisy water highway:  



“Often I heard the bank undermined by the current, cave in amid the loud noise 
resembling the report of a cannon fired at some distance. At night this noise, 
together with the roar of the river and its whirlpools and the creaking and 
grinding of drifting trees, caused a horrendous uproar.” 
 
These drifting trees would lodge in the river bottom, creating sawyers and snags. A 

sawyer was created when the current would push branches or the upper part of the trunk 
down, making a bobbing motion.  In extreme cases, the current would push the trunk 
under hiding it from view for a period of time, and then it would snap back up, ie a 
“sawing” motion.   When the tree affixed to the bottom and remained stationary it was a 
snag.  Hitting a sawyer or snag was always bad news as it would rip the bottom out of a 
boat.   

 
On June 9th, 1804, William Clark recorded an encounter of the Corps of 

Discovery’s keelboat with the drifting trees and snags at the mouth of Richland Creek, 
about three miles above the Arrow Rock bluff.   

 
“Current exceedingly strong…struck her bow and turn the boat against some drift 
and snags which were below with great fierce; this was a disagreeable and 
dangerous situation, particularly as immense large trees were drifting down and 
we lay immediately in their course, - some of our men being prepared in all 
situations, leaped into the water, swam ashore with a rope and fixed themselves 
in such situations, that the boat was off in a few minutes.  I can say with 
confidence that our party is not inferior to any boat that was ever on the waters of 
the Missoppie (Mississippi).” 
 
Passage along the lower Missouri toughened up and welded the men into a unit, 

preparing them for greater challenges ahead.  Moving the 35-ton keelboat of the Corps 
of Discovery up the Missouri was a slow, arduous task.  The primary method of movement 
was by cordelling.  A rope was run from the boat to men walking on the bank, who 
literally pulled the barge upriver, while men on the deck pushed with poles.  There were 
also oars for rowing.  When the wind was favorable, the sail was unfurled but it was 
usually ineffective and the mast broke several times.  On June 15th all three methods had 
to be used at once;  

 



“passed between two islands, a very bad place, moving sands, we were nearly 
swallowed up by rolling sands, over which the current was so strong we could not 
stem it with our sail under a stiff breeze, in addition to oars, we were compelled to 
pass under a bank which was falling in and use the tow rope…” 
 
These “rolling sands” or quicksand were especially dangerous. A seemingly solid 

sandbar could disappear within minutes and reappear almost as quickly further 
downstream, producing a low ominous rumble while it moved.  Several times on the 
journey the keelboat was struck by rolling sandbars nearly overturning it.  Clark called 
the stretch of river between present day Glasgow and Lexington “the worst he had 
seen,” but then he wrote that about nearly every stretch of the river they passed through 
below the mouth of the Platte River in Nebraska.  

 
When Lewis and Clark journeyed up the Missouri in 1804 and back down again in 

1806, they noted the various widths in the river channel.  At Arrow Rock the channel was 
about 200 yards wide with a fine rocky shoreline, facilitating it as a place to cross the 
river.  Above Glasgow, it was nearly two miles across, the banks were muddy and the 
adjacent land swampy. The channel often contained so many islands and sandbars in 
places the waterway could be described as being “braided.”  It could be difficult to pick 
out the main channel and avoid the dead end of a chute.  The river had a tendency to 
meander back and forth across its floodplain.  For example, the town of Weston was 
founded on the banks of the Missouri in 1836.  Following a flood in 1881, the town was 
left two and a half miles away from the river.  In Arrow Rock’s case, the shifting of the 
channel appears to have been gradual.  In 1804, the bend of the river met the bluff face 
about a mile north of the town.  By 1833, the bend was directly at the town.  By 1889, it 
was at the southernmost edge of town.  By 1922, the bend was a mile southeast of town.  

 
Measurements of the “common part of the current” taken by William Clark found 

speeds of 8 to 15 feet per second.  In some locations there were whitewater rapids as 
depicted in a painting by Karl Bodmer done in 1834.  In some places the river could be 
easily waded across while blue holes could be 50 or more feet deep. William Clark 
determined that in normal water flow, the main channel had an average depth of around 
five feet.  Today, the main channel is maintained at a standard nine feet deep and an 
average width of 300 feet and the current speed ranges from 7.5 to 13 feet per second.   
 
 



Description of the Land and Wildlife 
The early French established outposts in the Illinois Country.  From here they 

ventured up the Missouri in search of trade with Indians for furs.  Sieur Hubert reported 
from Illinois in 1717 that; 

“Those who have ascended the Missouri assert that ...the country they have seen 
in the vicinity of this stream surpasses in beauty and riches that of the rest of the 
colony.  It is situated in pleasant climate, which produces everything in the 
greatest abundance without difficulty. The air is salubrious, the seasons are 
regular and well-tempered.  There are lands covered with all kinds of wood.  There 
are immense prairies covered with wild cattle, and all other specie's of wild 
animals. “ 
 
The old Missouri River was a sportsman’s paradise. The logjams, snags, sandbars, 

side channels and islands produced ideal habitat for countless numbers of fish.  One blue 
catfish taken at Arrow Rock in the 1840s was claimed to weigh 200 pounds.  Lake 
sturgeon of 300 pounds and paddlefish of 150 pounds were abundant and in the latter 
half of the 19th century formed an important part of commercial fisheries on the river.  
The quiet backwaters and sloughs teemed with schools of largemouth bass, white bass, 
bluegill, crappie, gar, mooneye, shad, pickerel and walleye.  Near present day St. Joseph, 
Lewis and Clark ran a seine through a backwater slough and netted over 1,000 fish 
representing 10 different species.  

 
The river corridor attracted ducks, geese, herons, egrets, pelicans, Sandhill and 

whooping cranes, trumpeter swans, shorebirds of all descriptions and Carolina parakeets 
and passenger pigeons.  Flocks numbered in the hundreds of thousands if not millions at 
a time, darkening the skies during migrations.  Henry Marie Brackenridge ascended the 
Missouri in April 1811 to Fort Osage and reported, “We daily kill wild foul, ducks, geese, 
brandt, &c. -- which ascend the river at this season of the year, to breed. Their eggs are 
found at every moment, on the sand bars.” 

 
Waterfowl were still abundant along the river in the late 19th century.  Sometimes 

hunting competitions were carried on between neighboring communities.  One 
competition was conducted between Arrow Rock and Marshall in March of 1868.  “The 
largest count made by any one of the winning side, was…by Jesse Baker.  He killed 35 
geese on a sand bar one mile below Arrow Rock.  The highest count on the losing side 
was made by Mr. Yates of this place [Marshall]…having killed fifteen geese and two 



ducks.”    Of course, this type of harvesting was unsustainable especially as hunting was 
year round, even in the nesting season. By the turn of the century, waterfowl, wading and 
shore birds of all types were seriously depleted by unregulated hunting, but especially 
market hunting.  Carolina parakeets and passenger pigeons which once darkened the 
skies along the Missouri were extinct by 1914.  Market hunters provided meat to markets 
especially in the east and feathers for millineries, as bird feathers were popular in ladies 
hats.  By this time fish stocks also began to be depleted by overharvest from the 
commercial fisheries. Although large fish were still occasionally taken, the truly gigantic 
specimens were gone.  

 
Vast bottomland forests bordered most of the river from its mouth up to the 

Platte River. Duke Paul of Württemberg Germany described the forest along the twelve 
mile stretch of between the town of Franklin and the Arrow Rock bluff in 1823:  

 
“The road to Pierre de la Fleche (Arrow Rock) by way of the river, a distance of 
twelve English miles from Franklin, led through a sparsely inhabited region. For the 
first two miles the way was passable. The forests consisted of beautiful trees 
spaced apart and a dense composite undergrowth of herb-like plants. Magnificent 
groups of trees were created by the numerous sycamores mixed with luxuriant 
gledistia (honey locust), locust, ashes and oaks…. A swamp hard by the road 
bordered the latter for more than an English mile.  This stagnant water was 
covered with aquatic plants…A beautiful flowering Nymphaea (water lily) also 
delighted my eye.  Countless water fowls took wing in fright and a huge flock of 
Anas sonsa (wood ducks) passed over my head.  From a botanical and 
ornithological point of view this region seemed engrossing.  “ 
 
The primeval bottomland sycamores and cottonwoods were often monstrous, 

dwarfing most of the mature trees we see today.  In addition to the forests and swamps 
along the river, Trader Jean Baptiste Truteau wrote in 1794 that along the Missouri River 
“there are large low prairies on which one generally sees herds of the wild cattle which 
pasture there.” Wet prairies along the river bank were inundated each spring but dry 
during the winter months when the river was low. The sedge and other bottomland 
grasses often remained green, providing bison a source for winter grazing. In 1684, Henri 
Tonti who was on the LaSalle expedition reported that the Missouria tribe, whose 
villages were along the Missouri in Saline County, exclusively used the dung of buffalo as 
fuel for their fires.  These accounts indicate that historically, there were or a lot of bison 



found along the lower river valley. When Lewis and Clark passed through in 1804, they 
occasionally reported bison sign but did not actually see any of the animals until they 
reached the Kansas River.  By the time of their passage, bison on the lower Missouri had 
already been overhunted by market hunters from St. Charles, St. Louis and other 
settlements along the Mississippi.  The last recorded bison shot in Saline County was near 
Grand Pass in 1816.   

 
The river corridor was also a fine home for the smaller of God’s creatures. Lewis 

and Clark purchased 300 lbs. of buffalo grease from some trappers they met coming 
down river.  Why? Because it was the insect repellent of the day! “We have our great trio 
of pests, greater then ever poor Egypt labored under” Meriwether Lewis wrote.   
Mosquitoes, gnats and ticks were constant companions.  Gnats was used interchangeably 
to describe the small insects that got in your nose or eyes or it could refer to the “buffalo 
gnat” the large biting member of blowfly family known as the horsefly.  Near the site of 
present day Waverly, Missouri, Clark wrote, “The ticks are numerous and large and have 
been troublesome all the way.”  But mostly it was mosquitoes.  Clark wrote, “Mosquitoes 
were troublesome.”  Then “Mosquitoes were very troublesome” followed by 
“Mosquitoes uncommonly troublesome.”  Then it became “Mosquitoes exceedingly 
troublesome” and finally “Mosquitoes immensely numerous and troublesome.”  Clark 
spelled mosquitoes 26 different ways and never once got it right.   
 
 
Commercial Development 

The fertility of the soil along the river without question was among the finest of 
the continent.  This was the result of The Missouri River periodically overflowing its banks 
and depositing rich sediment – a natural fertilization of the soil.  Despite periodic 
flooding, farms in the river bottoms prospered leading to settlements and increased 
commerce on the river. The Franklin Missouri Intelligencer newspaper highlighted this 
connection in its December 11, 1821, edition:  

 
“Missouri…has outdone all her competitors – the produce of her soil is now on its 
way to the great emporium of western trade, borne on the bosom of great rivers 
that have their origin in her own country, and in strong boats, the workmanship of 
her own hands.  During the last week, the people of St. Louis witnessed the no less 
uncommon than gratifying sight of several flat-bottomed boats, laden with 



produce from the country high up on the Missouri, descending the Mississippi, 
destined for New Orleans.” 
 
To a lesser extent, dugout canoes and keelboats were important conveyances of 

early river commerce as well.  It was the steamboat, however, which would revolutionize 
and exponentially increase the prosperity of the Missouri River communities.  The 
Franklin Missouri Intelligencer reported on the first steamboat to ascend the Missouri 
and correctly predicted its economic impact in its May 28, 1819 edition:  

“With no ordinary sensations of pride and pleasure, we announce the 
arrival, this morning, at this place, of the elegant STEAM BOAT 
INDEPENDENCE, Captain NELSON, in several sailing days (but thirteen 
from her time of departure) from St. Louis, with passengers, and a cargo of 
flour, whisky, sugar, iron castings &c being the first Steam Boat that ever 
attempted ascending the Missouri. She was joyfully met by the inhabitants 
of Franklin, and saluted by the firing of cannon, which was returned by the 
Independence…boats may ascend the turbulent waters of the Missouri to 
bring to this part of the country the articles requisite to its supply and 
return laden with the various products of this fertile region.  At no distant 
period may we see the industrious cultivator making his way as high as the 
Yellow Stone, and offering to the enterprising merchant and trader a 
surplus worthy of the fertile banks of the Missouri, yielding wealth to 
industry and enterprise.” 
 
In the next decade, only about 15 steamboats went up the Missouri River. But by 

1831, there were five fast, light “packets” operating on the Missouri River.  Their shallow 
draft was more suited for operation on the Missouri than the steamboats that operated 
on the Mississippi. They delivered goods and produce in a fraction of the time and cost of 
those hauled by keelboats and flatboats.  By 1849, fifty-eight steamboats were operating 
on the river.  Within a decade, that number more than doubled. The 1850s and 1860s 
were truly the golden age of the steamboat, and river commerce was at its apex.  By this 
time, the boats were often conveying Oregon and California bound passengers and 
cargo to departure points at Independence or St. Joseph.  These steamboats could carry 
300 to 400 passengers and up to 700 tons of freight at one time.  This technological 
advance made places like Washington, Boonville, Arrow Rock, Glasgow, Miami, 
Lexington, Independence, Westport Landing, Weston and St. Joseph thriving ports and 
highly influential communities. 



Almost three hundred steamboats wrecked on the Missouri River between 1819 
and 1918.  One hundred of these sank between 1830 and 1860 alone. Provided the 
boats boilers did not blow up, loss of life was usually minimal as passengers could swim 
or most often simply wade ashore. Wrecks typically occurred in shallow, not deep water. 
Regardless, the sinking of a riverboat was a devastating economic loss and a traumatic 
experience, especially for travelers trying to find their way to shore at night or in 
inclement weather.   

 
         Most boats fell prey to the snags that filled the shallow stretches of the river. On 
May 6, 1820, the side-wheeler Missouri Packet struck a snag at Hardeman’s Island near 
the mouth of the Lamine River. This was the fifth steamboat to ascend the Missouri, and 
the first to sink in the river.  The New Sam Gaty, an impressive side-wheeler of 367 tons, 
was built at Louisville, Kentucky, in 1860.  On June 28, 1868, it was heading down river 
and ran against the bank opposite Arrow Rock, striking a projecting log.  The resulting 
hole in the starboard side began filling with water, and the boat listed to such an extent 
that the boilers fell down, setting fire to the steamer.  The boat burned down to the 
waterline.    
 

It was these hazards to river commerce, the periodic flooding of farmland and the 
ever-shifting channel eating away flood plain towns such as Franklin or leaving them high 
and dry that eventually led to efforts to control the Missouri and make it safe for 
development.  Those efforts had deleterious effects on the fish and wildlife populations.  
Although not done as an action to control the river, by the opening of the 20th century, 
most of the bottomland forests had been cleared for agricultural production and the 
hardwoods on the bluffs had been cut for steamboat fuel.  The first improvements on the 
Missouri River started in 1806 when soldiers from Fort Bellefontaine near St. Louis were 
directed to remove snags from the river.  This was done primarily to keep the troops 
busy. However, this activity may be considered the birth of the US Army Corps of 
Engineers, who are now charged with maintaining and regulating the river.  

 
From 1862–1902 — Congress appropriated $8 million for channel improvements 

and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers undertook major construction projects to improve 
river navigation and control flooding on the Missouri River.  Technology improved 
rapidly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  One of the technological wonders were 
the snag boats which plied the river from St. Charles, Missouri to Omaha, Nebraska 
removing the worst of the snags. A steamboat was fitted with “jaws” and a crane on the 



bow.  The boat would “grab a snag and winch it loose from the bottom or cut it off under 
the waterline with special saws.   

 
Congress enacted the Missouri River Bank Stabilization and Navigation Project in 

1912 to control the river by building pile dikes to direct flow and prevent bank erosion. 
The areas behind these pile dikes filled in with sediment and became land.  Naturally this 
activity destroyed much of the riverine habitat as wetlands and marshes were drained; 
islands and sandbars were dredged, and some river bends were shortened.  The fill area 
behind the pile dikes became farmland.  The Missouri was gradually squeezed into a 
narrow channel of uniform width and depth – more drainage ditch than actual river.  
Bluffs along the river were dynamited for rock. The rock called “rip-rap” was used to line 
the riverbank to keep it stable.   

 
The Flood Control Act of 1944 required development of a basin wide plan.  This 

was known as the Pick-Sloan Plan for its authors General Lewis Pick of the Corps and 
William Sloan of US Bureau of Reclamation. The plan recognized there were multiple 
uses of the river in demand; irrigation, navigation, hydropower, flood control, water 
quality, water supply, recreation and fish and wildlife habitat. The major result of this 
plan was the construction of five dams on the main stem Missouri to join the Fort Peck 
Dam already on the river. Flood control levees were constructed to protect the 
bottomlands of which 95% were in agricultural production.  The five dams were 
constructed in the Dakotas and Montana to regulate water flow into the river.  When the 
dam engineering project was completed, the cover of the August 22, 1955, edition of 
Life magazine proclaimed, “The Wild Missouri Tamed at Last.”  However, fish and wildlife 
concerns had been at the bottom of the Pick-Sloan list.  The huge flocks of waterfowl, 
large fish and the abundance of fish were simply relics of the past.   

 
Ironically, as more technological advances were applied to improve the navigation 

channel, commercial shipping on the river actually declined.  Following the Civil War 
railroads spread rapidly across the Missouri River states usurping the commerce carried 
by riverboats.  The Corps of Engineers in the 1940s predicted that shipping on the river 
would reach five million tons per year.  Commercial barge traffic peaked at 3.5 million 
tons in 1977.  Shipping declined in the 1990s to about 600,000 tons per year leading to 
the closing of the Kansas City river port in 2007.  The KC port reopened in 2014 
following an uptick of barge traffic.   

 



Before 1900, the Missouri-Mississippi River system delivered over 400 million 
metric tons of sediment from the interior of North America to coastal Louisiana.  Since 
1985, the silt load only averaged 145 million metric tons per year. In addition to 
trapping silt and sediment behind the dams, the dams reduce peak flow of the Missouri-
Mississippi basin and thus the ability of the rivers to carry silt all the way to Louisiana. The 
coastline of Louisiana is receding at the rate of 25 to 35 square miles per year.  The loss 
of silt load from the Missouri is not the only factor, but it is a contributing factor.  Silt 
reduction in the river also results is the decline of species such as the flathead chub an 
important food source for larger species of fish.  This species was adapted to heavy silt 
conditions and in the 1940s comprised 31% of the fish biomass in the Missouri River.  In 
the 1980s it made up 1% of the fish biomass and today it is practically gone from the 
river.   

 
The overflowing of the river and depositing of silt that had made the Missouri 

River bottoms some of the richest soil in the world has been halted.  Farmers in the 19th 
century took flooding in stride.  They calculated that if they could get a crop every two 
out of three years, they would still be profitable.  Now that the river does not overflow 
most bottom farmland, the soil has to be replenished with chemical fertilizers.  The 
multi-use approach to river management creates periodic conflicts between various 
factions of river users. River management can be a political hot potato involving 
Congress, several state governments and multiple federal and state government 
agencies trying to regulate the river and competing for its water resources.  The Missouri 
River is a case study in how management or “improvement” in one area can create 
problems in other areas.  The Missouri is not alone.  Nearly every major river system in 
the world is experiencing similar management problems.  

 
As a result of record flooding in 1993 and 1995, many bottomland farms were 

devastated. Congress authorized the United States Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) to 
purchase up to 60,000 acres of devastated bottomland from willing sellers between 
Kansas City and St. Louis for conversion to wetlands. The USFWS has acquired 1,871 
acres of bottomland adjacent to Arrow Rock. As part of the Big Muddy National Fish & 
Wildlife Refuge, the Jameson Island Unit is being allowed to naturally reconnect to the 
Missouri River and regenerate itself as wetland and bottomland forest.  Today there are 
over 17,000 acres in the refuge which is scattered in five units between St. Louis and 
Kansas City.  All the land was obtained from willing sellers.    

 



Mitigation projects by the Army Engineers have restored some of the fish and 
waterfowl habitat to the Missouri River. One project was completed at Arrow Rock – the 
construction of a chute to provide breeding habitat for pallid sturgeon.  In 1996, pallid 
sturgeon fingerlings were found in the river near Arrow Rock, the first evidence in nearly 
30 years that the fish were breeding in the wild.  An additional chute has recently been 
constructed on Jameson Island providing additional habitat.  Sand bars, the breeding 
grounds of endangered Least Terns and Piping Plovers are being allowed to re-form in 
some areas.  Mitigation projects not only benefit the target species, they provide habitat 
for all other fish and wildlife species as well. Larger blue, channel and flathead catfish are 
being caught more frequently.  Mitigation projects also have the benefit of giving 
overflow waters a place to disperse, minimizing flood damage downstream.  Wetlands 
such as marshes and swamps along the river act as a sponge helping to absorb flood 
waters and keep them from racing downstream. 
 
Summary  

Channelization and dam building have greatly changed the character of the 
Missouri River from the time of Lewis and Clark. Today, 67 percent of the Missouri is 
either channelized for navigation (650) miles or impounded by dams (903 miles). Most of 
the remaining natural portion of the river is near the headwaters in Montana or a 40+ 
mile stretch in northern Nebraska.  Overall channelization has resulted in the river being 
about 50 percent narrower than it once was, producing a navigation channel nine feet 
deep and 300 feet in width.  This makes the river self-scouring and largely prevents the 
development of blue holes, sandbars and islands.  Today only a small percentage of those 
natural features remain on the river. Most of the biological loss in the river has occurred 
from the loss of off-channel back waters and neighboring wetlands;  

• Three million acres of natural river habitat altered.  
• 51 of 67 native fish species now rare, uncommon or endangered due to the loss of 

habitat and decrease of silt as these fish were adapted to those conditions.  
• Non-native species of fish; black, silver and bighead carp are consuming plankton 

and displacing native species.   
• Aquatic insects, a key link in the food web, reduced by 70 percent.  
• Reproduction of cottonwoods, historically the dominant floodplain tree, largely 

has ceased outside of Missouri.  
 
The Missouri River will probably never again be in a completely natural state.  

There is just too much economic development and human habitation in the river valley 



and politics is always in play.  Members of the Corps of Engineers have stated that they 
do to the river whatever Congress directs them to do. The mitigation projections are a 
small but important step in the right direction.  Continued cooperative efforts of the 
Missouri Department of Conservation, Missouri Department of Natural Resources, and 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and the US Army Corps of Engineers will hopefully allow 
Missourians to once again see at least pieces of Missouri River habitat and wildlife as 
Lewis & Clark saw it in 1804. 
 


	The Missouri River: Then and Now
	By Michael Dickey, Arrow Rock, MO
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