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Archaeological Resources
Updating The Illinois River Road

River valleys have inspired and encouraged the development of civilization throughout 

the world.  Including the Illinois River with the Tigris and Euphrates, the Indus, the Nile, 

and the Yellow rivers, to mention but a few, on a list of the cradles of human history 

will surprise most people.  But there is a remarkably rich record of the development 

of human culture in the Illinois River Valley that spans hunter-gatherer to agricultural 

ways of life.  As seen from the perspective of an archaeologist, the Illinois River Valley is 

a relatively unblemished laboratory of human history.  The vast expanses of cultivated 

fields, a great many littered with artifacts from bygone days, are gateways to the past.

The area embraced by the Illinois Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway includes 

nearly two dozen places where the public may travel through time to the distant 

past when Native American camps, villages, and towns dotted the Illinois River Valley 

landscape, and European and then American settlers made this place their homes as 

well.

The purpose of this interpretive plan is: 1) to provide an archaeological context for 

prehistoric and historic life in the Illinois River Valley; 2) to identify and describe 

archaeological resources; and, 3) to recommend means by which the many stories of the 

past might be integrated into a unique experience for Illinois River Road travelers.

1. Executive Summary

Excavations at Eveland
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 Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway
A Brief Introduction

Over the past decade, the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway has grown from an 

idea into a tourism and economic development powerhouse.  Now, Illinois River Road 

travelers may navigate the Illinois River by a well-marked route to unique attractions and 

experiences.  To prepare for their journey, they may take a virtual planning trip via the 

Illinois River Road web site, printed maps and brochures.  Stemming from the foundation 

of a Corridor Management Plan, now being updated, there is an interpretive plan for 

nature sites and a nearly completed interpretive plan for historical resources along the 

Byway.   What follows is an interpretive plan for archaeological resources in the area 

served by the Illinois River Road.

We begin with the purpose and objectives as stated in the Corridor Management Plan 

(2005:3).

“The mission of the Illinois River Road is to provide a museum without walls that will 

enhance people’s experience of the nature, history and archaeology, and other intrinsic 

qualities of the Byway, while providing and maintaining unique recreational and 

educational experiences for visitors and residents, and sustaining local communities’ 

economies and quality of life.”

Objective 1: To protect and enhance the rich natural, historic, and archaeological 

resources intrinsic to the Byway through appropriate infrastructure and interpretation 

for enjoyment by Byway visitors and others now and in the future.

Objective 2: To help visitors to the Byway experience the historic connection between 

the Byway and the Illinois & Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor including the link 

provided by the Canal Corridor to the Great Lakes and to develop partnerships with the 

Canal Corridor Association and others for creating these connections.

Objective 3: To partner with other Illinois Byway organizations including Meeting of the 

Great Rivers Scenic Route, The Great River Road, and the Lincoln Highway for the purpose 

of providing a seamless network of Byway visitor experiences.

Objective 4: To enhance visitors’ experiences and to add value to the quality of life 

for residents of Byway communities by developing on-going activities, special events, 

amenities, and other attractions along the Byway.

Objective 5: To connect visitors and residents to the Byway’s intrinsic qualities and help 

them to learn about, and explore the nature, history, and archaeology of the region 

through consistent symbolic wayfinding and directional signage, educational programs, 

interpretative messages, and marketing initiatives including printed map and itineraries, 

2. Introduction

Rockwell Mound Park.
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and a website with a clickable image map and itinerary planning capabilities.
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 An Intrinsic Byway Experience
Rich Archaeological Past

As one of the nationally recognized intrinsic qualities of scenic Byways, archaeological 

resources, though widespread, are relatively rarely developed as public attractions.  

The Illinois River Road is an exception.  From Starved Rock, near Ottawa, to Dickson 

Mounds, near Lewistown, with a few examples in between, Byway travelers have an 

opportunity to explore the ancient past of the Illinois River Valley.  What follows is a brief 

introduction to archaeological resources, an overview of the cultural historical context 

of Illinois River Valley, and descriptions of archaeological resources available to Illinois 

River Road travelers.

Archaeology is the scientific study of historic or prehistoric peoples and their cultures 

by analysis of their artifacts, inscriptions, and monuments.  Artifacts—objects, used and/

or made by human beings—are the primary record of human history worldwide.  In the 

Illinois River Valley, they constitute the sole record of human history prior to the arrival 

of French explorers who penned the first written accounts of the region.  Although 

written narratives and maps, and eventually photographs, provide unprecedented 

documentation of human history, they do not provide a comprehensive chronicle.  In 

fact, artifacts compliment documents and often clarify the historical record.   For 

example, food remains found in an abandoned well beneath the porch of Abraham 

Lincoln’s Springfield home revealed new insights about the food preferences of the 

Lincolns.

Human History in the Illinois River Valley

Throughout the nation, and the world for that matter, river valleys have been central to 

the development of civilization, and the Illinois River Valley is no exception.  From the 

arrival of the first Native Americans to the present, the Illinois River Valley has witnessed 

the growth of human culture from mobile hunters and gatherers searching for Ice 

Age megafauna to the rise of the digital world.  This valley also has long been a route 

along which people, ideas, and goods have moved, serving as one of the principal links 

between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River and its other tributaries.

The stretch of the Illinois River between Ottawa and Havana is especially noteworthy 

for it is here that we have an exceptionally well-preserved archaeological and historical 

record that reaches back to the arrival of the first inhabitants of this valley and then 

chronicles the following 10,000 years of human and natural history.  In this region, 

prehistory, the time prior to written eyewitness accounts, crosses the threshold of 

history with the arrival of Pere Jacques Marquette, Louis Jolliet, and a small party 

of Frenchmen in the fall of 1673. From that moment on we can draw on a variety of 

historical documents that recount history.

Burial Mounds at Emiquon

Woodland Period Artifacts

3. Archaeological Setting
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Archaeologists divide prehistory into five major periods of Native American cultural 

development: Paleoindian, Archaic, Woodland, Mississippian, and Oneota. Historians 

divide history into several periods including Colonial, Frontier, Homestead, Early 

Industrial, and so on.  The story of the Illinois River Valley begins with the Paleo-Indian 

Period circa 12,000 years ago.

Early Settlement

Sometime shortly after the most severe stage of the Wisconsinan glaciation (circa 50,000 

to 12,000 years ago), people from Asia entered North America and spread relatively 

rapidly into the interior of the continent, arriving in Illinois 12,000 years ago. Living 

in small groups of nomadic hunters and gatherers, their legacy largely consists of 

distinctive stone spear points found throughout the state. Several Paleo-Indian sites 

have been found near the route of the Byway, but a discovery near Starved Rock in 

LaSalle County confirms the importance of the river valley to the earliest residents of the 

area. Occasionally, they encountered now-extinct Ice Age animals such as mastodon and 

mammoth, bones of which may be seen at Dickson Mounds Museum in Fulton County.

Between 10,000 and 8000 B.C., warmer climate encouraged further glacial retreat and 

the expansion northward of temperate vegetation and associated animal communities.  

Native Americans responded by developing new technologies and new strategies for 

resource acquisition. In many areas during the Archaic Period (8000 B.C. – 1000 B.C.), 

Native Americans substantially increased their reliance on aquatic resources, especially 

fish and mussels. In the Illinois River Valley, widespread use of aquatic resources led to 

longer-term settlements situated near water but often out of the reach of floods. Village 

life results in the invention of new tools for woodworking and food preparation, and 

in some areas Archaic Period people tamed wolves, resulting in the development of 

domesticated dogs. People who work the land in this region often find stone implements 

such as spear points, knives, and ground stone axes attributable to the Archaic period. 

Meanwhile, archaeologists have unearthed Archaic period deposits at Starved Rock, the 

Tree Row Site in Fulton County, and many other locations. 

The Woodland period (1000 B.C. – A.D. 1000) is a time of extraordinary cultural change. The 

development of durable pottery containers, the cultivation of a variety of native seed-

bearing plants, the establishment of permanent villages, evidence of the acquisition 

of goods and raw materials from distant locations, and the construction of earthen 
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mounds that serve as cemeteries are hallmarks of Woodland culture.  Throughout the 

midcontinent this culture is known as Havana-Hopewell, the former based on 20th 

century discoveries in and around the community of Havana, Illinois, the southern 

gateway to the Illinois River Road: Route of the Voyageurs Scenic Byway. Outside of 

artifacts found mostly in cultivated fields there is little visible evidence of Native 

American history prior to the Woodland period. But near Havana alone, several Woodland 

Period mounds remind us that the river valley has been home to people for thousands 

of years.  The Rockwell Indian Mound and Ogden-Fettie Mound, both public properties, 

the latter listed on the National Register of Historic Places, are two thousand years old. 

The Dickison Mound group is located north of Peoria on Caterpillar Corporation property. 

Excavated Illinois River Valley villages such as Myer Dickson, Pond, Dickson Camp, 

Weaver, Steuben, Plum Island, Corbin Farm, and Liverpool Landing provide considerable 

insight into the Woodland Period.

A new way of life stems from the cultivation of maize, a hybrid form of a tropical 

grass domesticated in Mexico that eventually spread throughout the Americas.  The 

Mississippian Period (A.D. 1100 - 1350) saw the rise of towns throughout the Mississippi 

River valley and many of its tributaries. There were a series of Mississippian towns along 

the Illinois River Valley, many of which were positioned on the bluff overlooking the river. 

Typically, each town had an open plaza with a flat-topped mound located at one end. 

The residence of the paramount leader was constructed on the mound. Neighborhoods 

of houses bordered the remaining three sides of the plaza, and the entire community 

was enclosed within a log stockade. A platform mound is still visible at the Larson site 

near the mouth of the Spoon River. Located nearby is Dickson Mounds, a Woodland and 

Mississippian cemetery and village complex. For almost 90 years, an on-site museum has 

provided visitors with a view of the past. Today, critically acclaimed artifact exhibits, 

audio-visual programs, and the in situ remains of Mississippian buildings may be seen at 

Dickson Mounds, and more than 50,000 people visit the museum each year to do so.

By A.D. 1350 there is another major cultural development in the Illinois River Valley, 

especially along the upper reach around Starved Rock. Late Prehistoric Langford 

and Oneota cultures take hold, while farther south Oneota eventually supplants 

Mississippian culture. Analysis of a cemetery on the river bluff overlooking the Emiquon 

property near Dickson Mounds suggests an unsettled time in which unknown assailants 

subjected communities to raids resulting in a considerable loss of life. Soon thereafter 

it appears that the river valley is abandoned, then occupied again during the mid-17th 

century by the Illinois Nation.

Mississippian Period Mounds
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Prehistoric Native American artifacts may be seen in a variety of locations along the Byway. For 

example, there are exhibits at Dickson Mounds Museum, Starved Rock State Park, the Illinois 

Waterway Visitor Center at the Starved Rock Lock and Dam, and an exhibit on Native American 

lifeways at the Peoria Riverfront Museum, to mention a few opportunities. In addition, the 

heritage of prehistoric Native Americans inspired the unique construction of Effigy Tumuli, 

earthen sculptures of extraordinary creatures, at Buffalo Rock State Park.

The Colonial Period

In 1673, Pere Jacques Marquette, Louis Jolliet, and a small party of Frenchmen ascended the 

Illinois River, marking the beginning of European colonization of the Illinois Country. When 

they arrived at Le Rocher, now Starved Rock, they found the Grand Village of the Kaskaskia, a 

large community of one of the Illinois tribes.  The site of the Grand Village of the Illinois, as it is 

now identified, is now in public trust, administered by the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency. 

Starved Rock, listed on the National Register of Historic Places, looms over the Illinois River 

as a singular natural monument, a pillar of sandstone carved nearly 16,000 years ago during 

a catastrophic late Ice Age flood known as the Kankakee Torrent. Upstream is Buffalo Rock, 

which also was shaped by the Kankakee Torrent. It also rises high above the river, providing a 

spectacular view of the river valley for visitors to Buffalo Rock State Park. Historical records 

indicate that some members of the Miami Tribe were encamped here in the 1680s.

Marquette returned to the Grand Village of the Illinois in 1675 and established the Mission of 

Immaculate Conception. In 1680, Robert Cavalier, Sieur de la Salle, built Fort Creve Coeur at the 

south end of Lake Peoria and then in 1682 Fort St. Louis on the apex of Starved Rock. The Illinois 

Department of Natural Resources’ Visitor Center at Starved Rock recounts both the geological 

and human history in the region.  Of particular interest is a small-scale reconstruction of 

Fort St. Louis and an exhibit on the Newell Fort, an early 18th century French and/or Native 

American settlement nearby.

At about the same time, the Peoria, one of the Illinois tribes, occupied a settlement at the lower 

end of what is now known as Lake Peoria, a place where the river swells to fill a basin carved by 

glacial meltwater. In 1691, Henri Tonty abandoned Starved Rock and established a fort, village, 

and mission at Peoria. The present-day community traces its roots to these humble beginnings.

Throughout the 18th century Native American tribes, including members of the Illinois, 

Potawatomi, Kickapoo, and others, were by far the most numerous residents of the Illinois 

River Valley. French administration of the area ended with the conclusion of the French and 

Indian War in 1763, when the British assumed authority in the region but did not establish an 

outpost. However, French settlers remained in the area. Meanwhile, the 11,000-year-long tenure 

of Native American culture was quickly coming to an end as first European then American 

settlers pressed westward.

Oil Painting of Marquette
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Westward Migration

Native tribes had ceded much of their land in Illinois by the end of the first two decades of 

the 19th century, and settlers slowly made their way into the area. The Illinois River was a 

major route of settlement as people moved northward from the southern part of the state. 

A few of the communities on and around the River Road Byway trace their beginnings to the 

early  part of the 19th century such as Havana (1826) and Peoria (1823). The first steamboat 

plied the Illinois River in 1823 and many more followed, serving communities along the lower 

two-thirds of the river. But settlers began to move farther upstream in earnest after the Black 

Hawk War in 1832, the resolution of which required all tribes to leave ceded lands and move 

west of the Mississippi River. Peoria became a major river port in the 1830s and 1840s, sending 

agricultural produce downstream to Alton, St. Louis, and New Orleans. In addition to serving as 

river terminals, roads from Havana and Peoria connected inland towns. The Galena Road, for 

example, linked the Illinois and Mississippi River valleys.

Improved navigation on the Great Lakes brought people in increasing numbers to Chicago, 

and a flood of settlers poured into the Illinois valley. Rapids and seasonal periods of low water 

limited navigation on the upper reach of the Illinois River. To facilitate the transportation of 

materials and goods into Chicago, the state of Illinois created a Canal Commission in 1823 to 

oversee the design and construction of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. Work began in 1836 and 

was completed in 1848. When finished, the canal connected the south branch of the Chicago 

River with LaSalle, 96 miles downstream. The canal bypassed the rapids on the upper reach of 

the river, ensuring navigation from Lake Michigan to the Mississippi River and its tributaries. 

This engineering feat ushered in new opportunities, and settlers moved into the valley in 

even greater numbers. Many of the communities in this area trace their roots to the 1840s 

and 1850s. The canal became a primary transportation artery to the fledging community of 

Chicago, and towns along the canal flourished. For example, Ottawa, LaSalle, and Peru drew on 

waterpower and became industrial centers. The canal also provided the opportunity for Peoria 

and other river towns to ship goods to Chicago, the Great Lakes, and beyond, and they profited 

commensurately.

The road network of the Illinois River Valley also grew, and many of the routes traveled today 

have historical roots. For example, The Spring Valley House, also known as the Sulphur Springs 

Hotel and the Half-Way House, still stands on Dee Bennett Road between Ottawa and Utica. 

Built in 1849 along a stagecoach route half-way between Chicago and Peoria, this Greek-

Revival-style structure was built on a stone foundation and its limestone walls rise a full three 

stories above the Illinois River flood plain, creating an imposing presence on an otherwise 

flat terrain. It is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and managed by the Illinois 

Historic Preservation Agency. It is also noteworthy that it is positioned on the northern edge of 

the remains of the Grand Village of the Illinois, a village visited by Marquette and Jolliet in 1673.

The determination of settlers to conquer the frontier is illustrated in many ways, not the least 

of which is the establishment near Peoria of Jubilee College by Bishop Philander Chase in 1839. 

Steamboats ride along the Illinois River 

near Peoria.
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The National Register–listed college building is a legacy that continues to educate.

Despite the growth of railroads during the mid-19th century, the river continued to serve as 

an important means of transportation.  Many river towns were linked by rail to land-locked 

communities, and they received and shipped freight by rail and water throughout the region. 

From Ottawa to Havana, river towns were the centers of commerce and population. Abraham 

Lincoln appreciated the importance of these towns. In his 1858 campaign for the senate, he 

stopped in many of them, including Havana, where he spoke from a platform on the Rockwell 

Indian Mound. He also debated Stephen Douglas in Ottawa’s Washington Park, which is now 

listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and in Downtown Peoria, two blocks west of 

the river.

Manufacturing also became a part of many Illinois River communities such as Ottawa, LaSalle, 

and Peoria in the 1850s, and the demands of the Civil War encouraged the growth of many 

industries, setting the stage for the post-war Industrial Revolution

The Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries 

As is the case in many regions, the Industrial Revolution transformed Illinois River 

communities. The needs and products of agriculture fueled many industries ranging from 

the manufacture of farm implements to the production of alcohol.  The availability of natural 

resources such as coal, fire clay, and sand also gave rise to industry in many communities, but 

especially LaSalle, Ottawa, Peoria, and Peru.

Along the upper reach of the Byway, for example, glass and ceramic manufacturing drew on 

vast deposits of high-grade silica and fire clay, respectively, and cement production depended 

on limestone. Growing industry spurred the need for improved transportation of resources and 

finished products during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

In 1852, dredging began to keep certain parts of the river open for navigation.  Shortly 

thereafter, several low dams were constructed to manage river levels at selected locations 

such as Henry (1872) and Copperas Creek (1877) near Banner.  The Copperas Creek lock structure 

still stands and can be viewed from a nearby overlook.

Congress addressed the growing need for improved transportation by authorizing preliminary 

surveys of a canal connecting the Illinois and Mississippi rivers in 1871. Construction of the 

Hennepin Canal began in 1892 and the first boat completed the 14.5-mile canal voyage in 

1907. Canal lock chambers were much narrower than those being built on the rivers, and the 

Hennepin Canal was obsolete before it was completed. Today, the Hennepin Canal Historic 

District is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Visitors to the Hennepin Canal 

Parkway State Park, a 104.5-mile stretch of the canal, can observe 32 of the original locks 

and some of the original aqueducts. The locks and aqueducts were the first American canal 

Early excavation of a mound near 

Liverpool.
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structures constructed with concrete rather than faced stone.

Throughout the late 19th century, railroads accounted for an increasing proportion of the 

movement of freight. Visitors to Peoria and Canton have the opportunity to see historic railway 

depots, both of which are listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

Though boats still plied the river, navigation did not improve significantly until the 

development of the Illinois Waterway in the 1930s. The U. S. Army Corps of Engineers designed 

and constructed a series of locks and dams along the Illinois River to improve navigation by 

creating a nine-foot deep channel. Improved navigation and the development of larger barges 

and more powerful diesel-powered towboats increased shipping on the waterway, and barge 

terminals were established at many of the communities along the river.  From these terminals 

barges of coal, grain, chemicals, and others products continue to move throughout the Illinois 

Waterway system and beyond. Increased river traffic revitalized some communities along 

the river, especially those with grain and coal terminals.  Within the Byway one will find the 

Starved Rock and Peoria lock and dams. The U. S. Army Engineers Illinois Waterway Visitor 

Center at Starved Rock Lock and Dam offers visitors a chance to watch lock operation. 

Fort Creve Coeur
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Illinois River
Fostering an Innovative Culture and History

The authors of the Interpretive Plan for Historical Resources, SeaReach Ltd., have 

proposed that in addition to the “unifying character of the river, this interpretive plan 

proposes that the concept of innovation be the principle theme that helps to organize 

the history and culture component for the Illinois River Road Scenic Byway” (SeaReach 

Ltd., Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway Interpretive Plan 2015:8).  

The historical record is replete with examples of innovations created by the residents of 

the Illinois River Valley.  From agriculture to manufacturing, the residents of the Illinois 

River, sparked in part by the challenges presented by life in the region, have created and/

or applied innovations to improve quality of life.  The archaeological record also provides 

substantial evidence of innovation.  For example, the archaeological record chronicles 

changes in armament—spears to bow and arrows; domestic technology—invention of 

pottery; and, in particular, changes in food ways—the shift from solely natural resources 

to maize-based economies.  These innovations are a measure of progress, but they are 

also linked to consequences.  Illinois River Road archaeological and historical resources 

provide opportunities for travelers of all ages to contemplate our past, present, and most 

important, our future.  It is in this context that we consider archaeological resources 

available to Byway travelers and how they inform us about life and innovation in this 

river valley.

4. Interpretive Framework
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Illinois River
Sites Featuring Archaeological Exhibits

At present, there are at least 18 places where Byway travelers may explore archaeological 

sites and museum exhibits based on the results of archaeological research along the 

Illinois River Road.  These places range from the 2,000 year-old Rockwell Mound in 

Havana to the apex of Starved Rock where the French built Fort St. Louis in 1682-83. In 

the main, these places chronicle Native American life in the Illinois River Valley, but there 

are several historic locations—Starved Rock and the I&M Canal—that have been the 

subject of extensive archaeological investigation and as such may be considered both 

archaeological and historical resources.

A brief synopsis of each site is presented below. 

Buffalo Rock Tumuli

Although not ancient, this group of five animal sculptures is a tribute to Native American 

effigy mound building.  Depicted are a water strider, turtle, catfish, frog, and snake.  

Ottawa Silica commissioned Michael Heizer to create this artwork.  It is noteworthy that 

he is a son of noted archaeologist Robert Heizer.

Bureau County Museum

Exhibits include Native American artifacts.

Chillicothe Historical Society Museum

Exhibits include examples of prehistoric stone tools and pottery found in the area.  

Copperas Creek Lock

The Copperas Creek Lock is what remains of the second lock and dam on the Illinois 

River below the terminus of the Illinois & Michigan Canal.  It is located south and east 

of Banner, Illinois at the end of the Dyke road.  It is open to the public, but it is not 

interpreted.  The dressed stone-faced lock and dam were constructed in 1876 to improve 

navigation of the Illinois River.  The Copperas Creek dam was removed by 1900, while the 

lock chamber was used to fleet barges well into the 20th century.

Dickson Mounds and Dickson Mounds Museum

The Dickson Mounds consisted of a series of burial mounds in use between 1,100 and 

900 years ago.  The Dickson Mounds Museum, one of the premier on-site museums in the 

United States, is a 62,000 square foot facility that interprets the site and 12,000 years of 

human history in the central Illinois River Valley.  Exhibits chronicle the development 

Copperas Creek Lock Detail

5. Archaeological 
Resources
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of Native America culture in the Midwest in general and specially the central Illinois River 

Valley. Among the examples of innovations illustrated by Dickson Mounds exhibit are changes 

in armament, which improve the efficiency of game harvest and eventually influence social 

relationships between groups; the acquisition and improvement of ceramic technology that 

fundamentally changes food preparation and storage of food and seed; and arguably the most 

profound change in human life in the Illinois River Valley and far beyond, for that matter, the 

cultivation and hybridization of maize.  Museum visitors may immerse themselves in static 

exhibits and audio-visual programs that bring the past to life.

Dickson Mounds

Dickson Mounds is a group of twelve 2,000 year-old Havana-Hopewell burial mounds.  Two of 

the mounds were excavated in 1940 prior to road construction.  The mound group is visible on 

the west side of Route 29 north of Mossville.  The Caterpillar Corporation owns the property, 

and it is not open to the public, but travelers may view it as they drive through the area. 

Artifacts from the site are on exhibit at Dickson Mounds Museum.  Dickson Mounds is one of 

three examples of Havana-Hopewell burial mounds available to the public.  The creation of 

cemetery mounds marks a time in human history when it is imperative to mark the location of 

ancestors coupled with what appear to be new ways to prepare for an afterlife.

Eveland Village

Eveland village consists of the sheltered remains of three separate buildings constructed 

900 years ago at the Dickson Mounds Museum.  There is a large ceremonial building, a sweat 

lodge, and a cross-shaped building on view, each of which is interpreted.  Taken together, these 

buildings reveal multiple contexts in which local communities conducted ritual and ceremony 

related to the treatment and disposition of the dead.

Fort Crevecoeur

The reproductions of a fort, Indian village, and trading house include a display of American 

Indian material.

Grand Village of the Kaskaskia

The Grand Village of the Kaskaskia or Illinois, one of the tribes of the Illiniwek Nation, is located 

on the Illinois River floodplain opposite Starved Rock.  Pere Jacques Marquette and Louis 

Jolliet visited the village in 1673 and Marquette returned in 1675 to establish the Church of the 

Immaculate Conception.  Archaeologists re-discovered what remains of the village, also known 

as the Zimmerman site, in the 1940s and re-visited the site in the 1990s.  The site is owned by 

the state of Illinois but is not interpreted.  It is best observed from the top of Starved Rock.  An 

exhibit about the Grand Village is on view at the Starved Rock Visitors Center.

LaSalle County Historical Society

Exhibits include Native American stone tools and pottery from the area and information on 

Dickson Mounds
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archaeological investigations at the Grand Village of the Kaskaskia 

Newell Fort

Found at the head of French Canyon, a deposit of 18th century artifacts bears the name Newell 

Fort because it was excavated in the 1930s by John and Jack Newell, father and son from nearby 

Ottawa.  An exhibit in the Starved Rock Visitors Center feature artifacts from the Newell Fort 

and the interesting story surrounding its excavation.  The Newell’s promoted the site as the 

location of LaSalle’s Fort St. Louis, which archaeologists in the1950s demonstrated was indeed 

located on the apex of Starved Rock.  The Newell Fort appears to have been occupied by French 

and perhaps Native Americans in the early 18th century.

Ogden Fettie Mound

Ogden Fettie is a circa 2,000 year old group of Middle Woodland culture burial mounds located 

on the lower reach of the Spoon River.  Avocational archaeologists excavated a tunnel into the 

mound in the 1920s, discovering burial tombs.  The site is owned by the state of Illinois and 

may be visited but there is no interpretive signage.  More information and artifacts from the 

site may be found at the nearby Dickson Mounds Museum.

Peoria Riverfront Museum

Exhibits feature Native American stone tools and pottery from Illinois River Valley sites, which 

are also featured in an audio-visual commentary about their use and age.

Putnam County Historical Society & Museum

Museum with a focus on county history and agricultural heritage has a display of locally 

collected Native American artifacts.

Rockwell Mound

The Rockwell Mound is the largest 2,000 year-old burial mound in the Illinois River Valley.  Long 

thought to be a sand dune related to the late glacial outburst flood known as the Kankakee 

Torrent, small-scale excavations by a local citizen demonstrated that it was a burial mound.  

Also of note, Rockwell Park was one of locations at which Lincoln and Douglas debated.

Starved Rock and Starved Rock Visitor Center

The sheer-sided column of sandstone known to the French as Le Rocher is one piece of the 

puzzle of human history on and around the rock.  University of Chicago archaeologists in the 

1950s documented prehistoric occupation of the rock. Later excavations revealed remains of 

LaSalle’s Fort St. Louis.  The vista from atop the rock also provides a clear view of the Grand 

Village of the Kaskaskia.  However, there is no evidence of the siege of a group of Illinois, who 

according to the legend, starved while trapped on the rock.

In addition to the Newell Fort exhibit, the Starved Rock Visitors Center features exhibits on Fort 

Rockwell Mound
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St. Louis and the Grand Village of the Kaskaskia.

Tiskilwa Historical Society Museum

Housed in a mid-19th century Methodist church, this museum has two exhibits of prehistoric 

Native American stone tools and pottery typical of the region.

Wildlife Prairie Park

This 2,000-acre zoological park has the kinds of animals that were on the prairie during 

pioneer days; there is a pioneer farmstead and a visitor center that includes a display of Native 

American artifacts.
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Next Steps
Uncovering the past

1)  The archaeological record is ever present but largely beyond the public’s reach.  There 

are only a handful of places along the Illinois River Road where the record is accessible 

and interpreted.  That said, there is more than a century-long record of archaeological 

research in the Illinois River valley and it reveals an extraordinary record of human 

history.  As such, the stories of the past are probably best related as audio-visual or audio 

vignettes.

2)  As stories, ancient human history may be related in a variety of venues, especially 

natural areas, where one can for example readily imagine life that depended on one’s 

ability to identify, acquire, and use resources to sustain life.  Or in contrast, one could 

relate the considerable contribution of maize agriculture to the development of Native 

American towns in the midst of a present-day community, especially those whose well-

being is still linked to agriculture.

3)  The overarching interpretive theme of innovation has in archaeology a muse with 

a remarkable perspective of human ingenuity.  The 12,000-year-long history of Native 

American life in the Illinois River valley is a story of innovation and cultural development.  

Moreover, the Illinois River valley has in some measure, though to varying degrees, 

played a role in the development of new ways of doing things.  The chronicle provided by 

the archaeology and history of the Illinois River valley underscore the importance of this 

place and the people who have lived here.

1: Hidden in Plain Site

2: Finding the story

6. Recommendations

3: Innovation: A Human 

Tradition



Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway  
Archaeological Interpretive Plan 
2015 20



Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway  
Archaeological Interpretive Plan 
201521

Illinois River
Fostering an Innovative Culture and History

 In keeping with the mission of the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway, drawing 

attention to archaeological resources along the route of the Illinois River Road 

creates a unique educational experience.  Doing so also contributes to achieving three 

objectives: 1) protecting resources; 4) drawing attention to educational and entertaining 

opportunities; and, 5) providing distinctive experiences to Byway travelers.

Though protected on public land by federal and state statues, most archaeological sites 

are found on private property.  By providing opportunities to learn about the past as 

seen through the eyes of an archaeologist, one encourages visitors to consider the value 

of such resources and in turn, to provide a level of protection by becoming responsible 

stewards.

Most of the Illinois River valley past is embodied in the archaeological and geological 

records, the former of which is known only through the study of artifacts.  By drawing 

attention to archaeological resources, one creates an extraordinary educational 

opportunity and an experience that encourages one to consider the past, how it 

has influenced the present, and how it might inform the future.  At the heart of this 

consideration is the relationship between people and the natural world, and how that 

relationship has changed over time.  The Illinois River valley and especially its natural, 

archaeological, historical, and cultural resources provide an unmatched opportunity in 

the region to consider humanity.  The exploration and consideration of these resources 

offers a distinctive experience: pick a point in time and the Illinois River has a story to 

tell.

7. Addressing Questions
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