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The worst drought since 1956 hit the Midwest last year 
causing low water in parts of the Mississippi River. The 
water was dangerously low for barges such as those of 
Archer Daniel Midland Company (ADM) that require a 
nine-foot draft. 
 
Once again the Corps of Engineers had to remove rocks 
from the river during low water in order to maintain an 
avenue for commerce to the Gulf of Mexico. In 1837, 
Lt. Robert E. Lee surveyed the Des Moines and Rock 
Island Rapids so that a channel could be cut through 
the rocks in those rapids. Navigation on the river 
between St. Paul and St. Louis was reduced to four 
months each year when there was high water. Lee felt 
that cutting a channel through the Rock Island Rapids 
would be easy. 
 
"In planning and carrying out improvement of the 
rapids and the St. Louis pier, Lt. Lee was doing pioneer 
work on the Mississippi," according to "A History of the 
Rock Island District-Corps of Engineers 1866-1875." 
Lee, who was promoted to captain when he returned to 
St. Louis, sent his assistant Horace Bliss to the Des 
Moines Rapids near Keokuk to take charge of that 
improvement. 
 
"Men had to work on the river when it wanted them to 
not when they were prepared to do so," said the book. 
The high water Bliss found at Keokuk in the middle of 
May should have dropped. Bliss and his crew were idle 
for weeks as the river continued to rise. When work 
finally got underway, it was fall and the river froze on 
Oct.16. But the work that did get done convinced Lee 
that a channel could be cut. 
 



"The method developed by Lee and Bliss for blasting 
rock under water was used with improvements and 
variations throughout most of the rest of the rapids 
improvement work," said the book. "Lee placed iron 
tripods over the rock to be blasted. On this tripod he 
built a platform for workmen and as a guide for the 
drills. The men then drilled a one and three-fourths 
inch hole down through two-thirds of a single rock 
layer. Lee had found it impractical to remove more than 
one stratum at a time. A charge of one-half pound of 
powder was placed in a tin tube. The rest of the tube 
was filled with sand. The tube was then placed in the 
hole as soon as the drill was removed. It rose above 
the water and was supported by the tripod. The 
explosion that resulted split the rock so that it could be 
removed in large pieces. The blasting could be done 
almost as economically as on the shore." 
 
Low water in 2012 caused rock removal again but this 
time some of the rock was removed without explosives. 
On Dec. 18, 2012 the Corps of Engineers removed the 
treacherous rock pinnacles in the river near Thebes 
with excavating machinery so that blasting wasn't 
necessary. The water was so low near St. Louis that old 
steamboats that had sunk years ago were now visible 
on the Missouri and Mississippi River near there. 
 
The river was nearly closed due to the low water. "Not 
'closed,' per se, but shipping was definitely slowed 
down by the lower water/narrowed channel and the 
operations to clear the pinnacles. There were certainly 
some short-term closures for blasting and other rock-
removal activities, but that's not exactly the same thing 
as a closure for drought," said John Shoulberg, editor of 
The Waterways Journal. "Fortunately, the river didn't 
get down quite far enough to require a real long-term 
closure. It was close, but not quite." 
 
Barges were forced to lighten their loads to meet 
narrower depth restrictions. Enterprise Products 
Partners (EPD), a Houston-based pipeline company, 
was running Mississippi barges partly empty to cope. 
Shippers still had to pay full price for the barges. 
 



ADM suffered twofold. "The drought reduced both the 
volume of North American crops available to us and 
water levels on the Mississippi River, impacting our 
origination and transportation businesses," wrote 
Patricia A Woetz, chairman, CEO and president of ADM 
in its annual report. Only a few tugs were capable of 
operating with depth restrictions for the Decatur-based 
ADM, which has terminals in at Clinton and Camanche. 
 
Barges on the Mississippi handle about 60 percent of 
the nation's grain exports, 22 percent of the petroleum 
and 20 percent of its coal. Barges that reach the Gulf of 
Mexico transfer the cargo to ocean going-vessels. 
 
(Waterways Journal is the news journal of record for 
the towing and barge industry on the inland waterways 
of the United States, chiefly the watershed of the 
Mississippi River and its tributaries and the Gulf 
Intercoastal waterway.)  
Marlene Gantt of Port Byron is a former Rock Island 
school teacher.  
 


