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The Lockport Prairie, west of the Des Plaines River and south of 9th Street, is a historic site which includes
a number of rare prairie flora. One of these is “satin grass,” known to exist only in this area. In October 1977,
Mike Pasteris, superintendent of construction and development for the Will County Forest Preserve District,
told the FREE PRESS that the county planned to lease the property from the Metropolitan Sanitary District
and to gain nature preserve status for it. Pasteris predicted that when the preserve is completed, there will
be interpretive nature trails through the property. Pasteris said he has walked through the area several times
and finds the prairie “fascinating.” However, he does not recommend the walk for anyone not having a pair
of high boots, as the region is quite marshy. Pasteris said there are examples of both wet and dry prairie on
the property. The dry portion, he said, has a number of the tall grasses that made up the prairie early settlers
faced when they came to the Midwest. “It’s very similar to the prairie of a hundred years ago,” Pasteris said.
He added that the region also contains leafy prairie clover, an endangered plant species that is only found
in two or three spots in the United States. Other rare plants found in the area are big and little stem and cord
grass, he said. [Original photo has been replaced by one taken in August of 2003.]

“Valley Greatest Influence on Area.”  Lockport Free Press.  “Old Canal Days” Special,  15 June 1978.
Also as “Valley Major Influence on Area.”  In Lewis University’s Alumni News Bulletin, Special feature
report.

Valley greatest influence on area

This is the first of several
articles on the history of the
Lockport area by John Lamb.

Lamb, a professor of history at
Lewis University, is active in the
Will County Historical Society

and the Lockport Historic
Preservation Council.
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The dominating feature of
Lockport is the Des Plaines
Valley. It is this natural feature
still preserved in large part that
has shaped the character of the
town. The Des Plaines Valley
was formed by the melting of the
glacier during the last ice age. As
the ice melted, the water flowed
in a torrent down to the sea. After
tearing up the area for several
thousand years (or about 10,000
years ago) it subsided into the
sluggish affair we know as the
Des Plaines River. In its youth it
had carved limestone cliffs, such
as in Dellwood Park, which
revealed to the early settlers the
valuable supply of limestone
building materials that lay readily
at hand.

The Des Plaines Valley at
Lockport was an important
gathering place for the Indians. In
prehistoric times the mound
builders constructed their
monuments, most of which are
gone, but many were recorded by
the early settlers. There were also
a large number of ordinary Indian
burial places uncovered in the
early twentieth century at Dell-
wood Park and elsewhere. The
first white explorers to go
through this area went via the
Des Plaines River. That was in
1673, and the explorers were

Marquette and Jolliet. After that,
many French missionaries and
traders passed through the future
site of Lockport on their way to
or from the Chicago Portage.
Most of that traffic ended in the
early eighteenth century.

In the 1830s the first white
settlers began to come into the
Lockport area. One of the things
they remarked about the Des
Plaines Valley was that while on
the east side of the river there
was a large stand of hardwood
trees, the west side of the river
was denuded of everything but
scrub growth. They were at a
loss to explain this fact. The
explanation appears to be that
prairie fires, an annual event
before the plains were turned by
the plow, burned to the western
edge of the Des Plaines, pushed
by the prevailing westerly winds,
but could go no further because
of the river. Hence, the fine forest
on the east side and the scarcity
to this day of trees on the west
side of the river.

Many changes have come to
the valley in the 140 years since
the white settlers came. The
building of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal diverted streams,
such as Milne and Fiddyment
Creek and others, from the Des

Plaines to the bed of the canal. In
the late nineteenth century the
building of the Chicago Ship and
Sanitary Canal necessitated the
removal of the river itself from
the east side of the Sanitary
Canal to the west side. There
have been other changes of more
recent times, but despite this, the
valley has retained much of its
original character.

While the prairie has
disappeared in most of Illinois, it
still exists in the area of the Des
Plaines Valley west of the
Sanitary Canal. Here is a unique
environment where native prairie
plants that have disappeared from
the rest of Illinois still exist.
Extremely rare native flora once
thought to be extinct in this state,
such as Prairie Satin Grass,
Lakeside Daisy and Leafy Prairie
Clover, can be found here and
probably nowhere else in the
country.

It is important that this most
important are, its ecology going
back thousands of years, be
preserved. The Des Plaines
Valley, the cradle of Lockport,
still remains in areas as it was
when the first white settlers
came. There are few such places
left in the state.




