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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 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].  

Pierre Marquette,  1673





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; 
…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...

Father Zenobius Membre, 1682





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…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;                                                

George Catlin, 1832



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. George Catlin, 1832



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.                             Duke Paul of Württemberg, 1823





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).                      William Clark, June 9th 1804



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.                                                                                             
William Clark, June 15th

1804









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. 



90 pound flathead catfish caught at Arrow Rock, 1916







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. Duke Paul of Württemberg, 1822







Corn field in the Arrow Rock bottoms circa 1890



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…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. These 
boats compose the van of a much greater number, that are on their way down, 
from the Boonslick settlements.

Missouri Intelligencer Dec. 11, 1821



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…with passengers, and a cargo of flour, whisky, sugar, iron 
castings &c being the first Steam Boat that ever attempted ascending the 
Missouri…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.                       

Missouri Intelligencer May 28, 1819











Building willow pilings at Arrow Rock, ca. 1930
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River of Promise, River of Peril:
The Realities of Managing the 
Missouri River.

By John Thorsen

DAMMED INDIANS REVISTED. The 
Continuing Story of the Pick-Sloan 
Plan and the Missouri River Sioux

By Michael L. Lawson











Least Tern

Piping Plover



Dredge boat Meriwether Lewis at work on the Missouri. 



• Three million acres of natural river habitat 
altered. 

• 51 of 67 native fish species are now rare, 
uncommon or endangered. 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. 
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