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Kankakee and Iroquois River Improvement

John M. Lamb

The Kankakee river region was regarded by the Illinois and Michigan Canal Commissioners as of great
potential economic value.  Near the mouth of the Kankakee in Will County they platted the City of Kankakee.
It was expected that this city would become one of the hubs of commerce along the canal.  Promotional material
for this town was more widely distributed than for any other of the canal towns.  There was a promotional map
printed in New York, but all these efforts came to nothing.  Nobody appears to have moved into the town, and
by the 1850s, Kankakee was no more.  The original location was called “Shermanville,” and the name was
taken over by its present owner, the county seat of Kankakee County.

This failure seems to have portended  the fate of other efforts to exploit the economic potential of the lower
Kankakee River. This failure, despite the promise, is most evident in the efforts to make the Kankakee
navigable. As the Illinois and Michigan Canal neared completion in 1847 and the prospects for both water
navigation and water power in northern Illinois seemed so immense, it only seemed natural to try and harness
Kankakee and make it navigable.  The Kankakee, which joins the Des Plaines to make the Illinois River, has
in Illinois an important branch, the Iroquois River.  It was felt in the 19th century that by the use of dams, the
two rivers could easily be made navigable, and since the Kankakee was joined to the Illinois and Michigan
Canal by means of the Kankakee feeder, a profitable link with both the East Coast and the Western Frontier
could be established.  As one of the Kankakee Company’s prospectuses says:

“Its charter authorizes the important extension and connection of the
Kankakee navigation with the “Illinois and Michigan Canal,” thereby
opening full water communication with both Chicago and St. Louis.... The
Navigation, connecting as it does with the Illinois and Michigan Canal,
midway between its termini Chicago and La Salle, on the Illinois River,
extends thence up both the Kankakee and Iroquois rivers, to the Indiana State
line, a distance of about 100 miles in Illinois, at the same time extending
more than seventy miles into Indiana, and reaching the extensive hardwood
forests and inexhaustible iron ore region.”1

This promotional hyperbole must be taken with a great deal of salt, as the navigation of the Kankakee never
went further than 21 miles. That is the distance between Warner’s Landing on the Kankakee and the Illinois
and Michigan Canal.  But the remarkable thing about this project was that it continued through thick and thin,
unlike many other internal improvement schemes, and even after its collapse in 1893, it left some enduring
landmarks.  It was also unique in that it was financed entirely by private capital.

The Kankakee improvement began in 1847 as the Illinois and Michigan Canal was nearing completion.
In that year the State authorized the formation of the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation and Manufacturing
Co., with the right to improve the Kankakee and collect tolls, and lease its water power.  The company had
large prospects of great profits; it was a great time for such internal improvements in Illinois.  Stock was sold
at $50 a share, $5 down, and the company was to be capitalized at $100,000.  Stock was put on sale in June
of 1847.2  One of the members of the board of directors was Peter Stewart, a former contractor on the Illinois
and Michigan Canal and a leading light in the but recently bustling community of Wilmington, which would
be the site most likely to benefit from Kankakee River improvement.

Things seemed to progress at an admirable rate, for on September 25, 1847, a meeting of the company was
held to let a contract for Lock No. 1, which was to be in Wilmington below the mouth of Prairie Creek.  The
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contract was let to Peter Stewart for $4000. An engineer named Mr. Benjamin was hired to do a survey of the
Kankakee, and there was a promise that further contracts would be let later in the year.3  Sure enough, this
promise was kept.  In late December a meeting of the company was held to announce that a contract for a dam
and Lock No. 1 was to be let, but Stewart was no longer the contractor.  Contracts for Locks No. 2 and No.
3 were also let, the latter to a man named Watson, who had a mill at Wilmington on the river.  All of this was
to be immediately begun, and would, it was promised, be completed in time for the opening of the I. and M.
Canal in the spring.  All and sundry were urged to buy stock so as to get in on a good thing.  The engineer, Mr.
Benjamin, assured the public “...the improvement of no river was ever undertaken where so great an amount
of fall could be overcome at so cheap a rate, securing the same length of navigable waterway.”4   Despite all
the hyperbole, it was obvious that the company was in financial difficulty. 

Although navigation for eight miles was promised, it would not be possible to build one dam and three
locks during winter.  Suffice it to say that nothing was built in 1847 or 1848.  In 1850 a further attempt was
made to get things going by reorganizing the company and soliciting sale of stock, but all to no avail.5  As a
result, the company tried a different tack in 1851.  They got the Illinois legislature to authorize the townships
of Wilmington and Reed to levy a tax on the property owners for the improvement of the river and the building
of a bridge across the Kankakee at Wilmington.  This had to be approved by the voters of the two townships
at the town meeting, and the moneys would go to the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation and Manufacturing
Co.6  The voters, as is their wont, voted down the proposition.

In the late 1850s and early 1860s a Wilmington land owner named Hiram O. Alden began to infuse new
life into the company.  A Joliet newspaper in 1861 takes note of this renewed activity.

“Contracts awarded by Mr. Alden of the Kankakee and Iroquois Navigation
and Manufacturing Company to Messrs. Cross and Harper of Chicago to
make locks and dams, etc., of a permanent character,.... It is believed that
this third attempt to secure slackwater navigation from the Illinois and
Michigan Canal to Wilmington will prove more successful than the former
ones.”7

In 1861 the only thing completed was a lock and dam called Dam No. 1 on the Kankakee River.  The
remains of the lock are still visible from the bridge on I-55 as it crosses the Kankakee.  This lock and the dam,
now gone, had to be much modified later, but in 1862 it provided some navigation between Wilmington and
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.8  It was by no means fully navigable for laden boats.  As Alden was to explain
later on: “The Company it is confessed, has hitherto [before 1866] been subjected to the vicissitudes of many
annoyances, discouragements and failures...all due to insufficient capital.9

In 1866 a new company was organized, called the Kankakee Company, with a capital stock of $2,500,000.
The company had two Aldens on Wilmington’s board of directors, Hiram and a brother.  The president was
David A. Cobb of Wilmington, and one of Wilmington’s most prominent citizens, Peter Stewart, who had taken
an early interest, had apparently revived his enthusiasm and became a member of the Board of Directors.

At the time this company was organized, the controlling works on the Kankakee was a state dam just below
the Kankakee feeder, which supplied water to the Illinois and Michigan Canal via the feeder and the aqueduct
across the Des Plaines River.  The depth of the feeder was four feet and thus barely navigable.  Above this dam
was the aforementioned Lock and Dam No. 1.  The depth of water these provided was four feet, insufficient
for boats of more than two-and-a-half foot draft.  As a result the Kankakee Company’s engineer, Richard P.
Morgan, proposed at Wilmington that the dam at the north end of the island, called Alden’s Island, should be
raised and a lock added.  The state dam below the feeder was to be raised as were the feeder sides, so that its
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depth would be six feet, the same as the canal’s.  Also, it would be necessary to raise the Kankakee Dam No.
1 and the lock.  At the south end of Alden’s Island a lock and dam were to be built.

From there on, there was to be “...at Polly’s Ripple one dam and lock; between Altorf and Bourbonnais,
one dam and lock; at Kankakee City one dam and lock, which will complete the navigation to the mouth of the
Iroquois. From this point on the Kankakee, one dam and lock at Aroma Park, and one dam and lock at
Momence will be required to make navigation to the Indiana state line, and with slight labor in clearing the river
for many miles inside Indiana.  On the Iroquois it will require three dams and locks to complete to the Indiana
state line; through Middleport, Texas, and Concord.”10

Most of this was hypothetical and merely promotional rhetoric.  The improvements to be made in 1866
were not evidently completed even in the stretch between Wilmington and the Kankakee feeder.  But great
hopes were laid before prospective investors even assumed potential revenue from water power leases.  It was
estimated, optimistically, that there would be 25,000 horse-power available at the dam at the foot of Alden’s
Island.  This was where Dam No. 4 was to be built.  The prospects encouraged the formation of an
organization called the Wilmington Hydraulic and Real Estate Co.  None of these enterprises came to fruition
in the 1860s because of that old bug-a-bear of enterprising developers of vast imagination, namely, lack of
capital.

In the gilded age of the 1870s the financial headquarters of the Kankakee Company took flight from
Wilmington and landed in Boston, close upon the heady drafts of Eastern money. The company was
reorganized under an amended charter in which the state of Illinois granted the company a perpetual right to
the rivers’ waters for tolls and power leases and gave the company greater bonding power.  The president of
the company was William Clafin, then Governor of Massachusetts, and though the old enthusiast, Hiram
Alden, was on the board as was the old engineer Morgan, there was a considerable infusion of Boston
businessmen.  The reorganized company had a new engineer with the appropriate name of E. S. Waters.  There
were two offices, one at Wilmington and one at Boston.  The company advertised a capital of one million
dollars, and what they proposed to do with it was more concrete than its predecessors had been.  James B.
Francis, Chief Engineer of the Locks and Canals of the Merrimack River in Lowell, Mass., described the
slackwater navigation structures built or under construction on the Kankakee in 1872 as follows:

“The lower dam on the river was built by the State to supply the Kankakee
feeder of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. This feeder will form part of the
Kankakee Company’s line of navigation, and they have raised its banks two
feet in order to give the required depth of five feet of water. A timber lock of
two feet lift has been constructed by the company at the lower end of the
feeder to connect it with the Illinois and Michigan Canal. A timber flume has
also been constructed round the lock by the Company. The dam supplying
the feeder has also been thoroughly repaired by them and raised two feet to
conform to the increased depth of the feeder.

“The State Dam as now raised creates slackwater navigation for 3/4s of a
mile to Dam No. 1.  Dam No. 1 is about 812 feet long, and from 10 to 15
feet in height from the bed rock... the lock with 8 foot lift has been entirely
rebuilt in masonry by the new company. This dam creates slackwater
navigation with five feet depth of water to the foot of Alden’s Island in
Wilmington.
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“Dam No. 2 is across the east branch of the river, which at that point is
divided by Alden’s Island.  It was originally built about 20 years ago, solely
for milling purposes, ten or twelve years since it was converted into a public
highway, and the entire flow of the river, except the water required for
milling purposes, diverted into the main channel on the west side of the
island.  A lock in masonry, with ten and [one] half feet lift through this dam
is now nearly completed.

“Dam No. 3 is now being constructed across the main channel at the head of
the East branch.  There will be a lock (the excavation for which is now in
progress) with 15 feet lift, constructed of masonry, connected with a cut or
canal 3000 feet in length, seven feet deep, 79 feet at bottom, 100 feet at the
surface. This is intended to be used both as a mill race and a navigable canal.
At the upper end of this canal there will be a guard lock of masonry 105 feet
long and 20 feet wide, seven feet in depth, also a guard dam of masonry.”11

In addition it was planned, according to Francis, to build a dam 600 feet long and 14 feet high, eleven miles
up river from Wilmington.  This was to create slackwater navigation to Altorf, where there was a dam that
would allow slackwater navigation to Kankakee.  That city had a dam eight or nine feet high which only needed
a lock to give navigation to Aroma.  There was a dam at this place which would have to be raised two feet to
allow boats to travel to Momence.  At Momence a dam would allow boats to travel 30 to 40 miles inside
Indiana. Those dams already constructed would have to have locks in them.  None of these were ever built.
Francis also notes that no exact survey had been made of the Iroquois to find out what sort of dams and locks
were needed to make it navigable.12   Despite all the promises and hopes, only the dams and locks between the
I. and M. Canal and Wilmington were built.

The dams on the river  were strengthened by aprons built...”of 12-inch timbers firmly fastened together
with drift and screw bolts, and securely fastened to the bed-rock of the river bottom with heavy iron.  Such
dams, always covered with water, will defy decay for generations.”13   Such was the promise of the company’s
prospectus; in fact they didn’t get much of an opportunity to withstand decay as they were all destroyed by the
rampaging Kankakee in less than thirty years.  The locks were similar in construction and size to those on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal, except for the unique wooden lock at the head of the Kankakee feeder.

The boats on the river were propelled by steam, as no towpath existed. A contemporary account says that
there was one boat a week running regularly between Horse Creek Landing (the town of Custer) and Chicago
by way of the Illinois and Michigan Canal.14   The cargo seems to have been oats and rye and other locally
produced agricultural products.  What had been envisaged was large-scale coal transportation, as the company
had options on many of the coal fields in the Wilmington and Braidwood areas.  The existence of bog iron in
Indiana would, they felt, lead naturally to the creation of an industrial valley on the Kankakee.  Such were the
dreams and the promises; the reality was that navigation was confined pretty much to one sleepy carrier of the
local produce of the local farms.

In 1878 the Kankakee Company was under trustees and was sold to the Kankakee River Improvement
Company.  Its revenue came not from navigation tolls, but from the lease of water power and the sale and rental
of choice lots on the Wilmington water front.  In 1893 the Kankakee River Improvement Company was in
bankruptcy and was liquidated.  Its assets were sold to the Wilmington Water Power Company.  As with many
a noble and imaginative plan, the Kankakee Company’s plan ended on the familiar pattern of fiscal insolvency.
The remains of the Kankakee Company are the locks it constructed.  These locks, in varying states of decay,
are still visible and the accompanying map should enable the seeker to find them.  Lock No. 5 can be reached



92

by taking Route 113 north out of Wilmington to Kahler Road, then turn left at Sunset Drive for seven-tenths
of a mile to Hamilton Street, and take that street down to the river.  The lock is located about one-quarter of
a mile down from this point.15
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NOTES
Slackwater Navigation:

This is when a river by means of locks and dams is made navigable.  A canal is an artificial waterway cut
into the land.  The engineering is different, and the two should not be confused.

Maps:
The map on the cover was published in 1871 in the Kankakee Prospectus, and is in the Illinois Canal
Society collection.  The map below was traced from the 1873 Will County Atlas and the modern roads and
highways added.
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The chamber of the wooden guard lock.

All the wood has rotted away, but a stone
abutment is barely visible in the upper center of
the picture.

This is at the head of the Kankakee feeder of
the Illinois and Michigan Canal.

The remains of Lock No. 2, the
Kankakee River bridge on I-55 is visible
in the background.

This was the first lock built on the
Kankakee, but it was modified and
rebuilt in the 1870s.

The outer wall and stone abutments of Lock
No. 4 just at the head of the island in
Wilmington, called Alden’s Island.

 It is now a city park.




