
Whitman Bottoms and Swamp White Oaks

The aerial photo below tells a revealing
story about the river. The white line
across the river is Lock and Dam 5, a

few miles downriver from Buffalo City, Wis.
The straight line extending up from the
dam on the right side of the river is a
three-mile-long dike. Whitman Bottoms —
a maze of channels, marshes and dry land
to the right of the dike — offers a pretty
good example of what much of the Upper
Mississippi river looked like before the
lock-and-dam system was built in the
1930s. The big expanse of open, shallow
water on the left side of the dike is typical
of how much of the river looks today.

So this photograph gives us a picture of
the past and a picture of the present at the
same time. The dike helped create the
modern river on the left while it helped pre-
serve the complex backwaters on the right.

Next to the photograph is a map of the
same stretch of river in 1895, nearly 40
years before the dike, lock and dam were
built. The map and photo show how we
have changed
the twisty,
complicated
river into
something
simpler and
controlled.
When the old
map was cre-
ated the U.S.
Army Corps of
Engineers was
following Con-
gress’ instruc-
tions to create
and maintain a
4.5-foot chan-
nel on the
river. To do
this the Corps
dredged the
shallow spots
and built wing
dams and clos-
ing dams,
which worked
to direct the
river’s flow into
the Main
Channel. This
increased flow
helped scour
out the chan-

nel and keep it open for reliable shipping.
It also cut the flow of water through most
backwaters.

Congress decided to build the lock-and-
dam system in the 1930s in order to pro-
vide jobs during the Great Depression and
to deepen the channel to nine feet. Engi-
neers carefully picked the spot to build
each lock and dam so that the dam would
hold back enough water to make shallow
spots upstream from the dam at least nine
feet deep, in order to increase commerical
shipping.

Creating a nine-foot channel with the
dams changed the Upper Mississippi River
from Minneapolis to St. Louis into a series
of artificial lakes. Islands and lowlands
above each dam were permanently flooded,
while islands and lowlands immediately be-
low each dam changed little.

The dike connecting Lock and Dam 5 to
the Wisconsin shore is unusual, because it
stretches upstream, while most dikes take
a more direct route across the river. This

The image on the far leftshows how the area aroundLock and Dam 5 looks now.
The map on the right showshow the same stretch ofriver looked in 1895. Thenumbers written across theMain Channel are waterdepth measurements.
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preserved a larger expanse of backwaters,
but the dike cut off the flow of water
through the backwater. This, in turn, re-
duced the amount of oxygen in the back-
water channels, especially in the winter
when the shallow backwaters are covered
with ice. Deep snow on the ice blocks sun-
light, which kills many of the plants that
create oxygen.

To remedy this, pipes were installed in
two places in the dike. These pipes bring
oxygen-rich water from the Main Channel
into the backwaters and increase the flow
of water through the bottoms.

The dam and dike form an effective bar-
rier to fish trying to migrate up the river
during the spring spawning season. Some
wildlife managers have considered creating
a “fish ladder” behind the dike that would
allow fish to swim around the dam.

Swamp White Oaks
If you travel through the Whitman Bot-

toms you may find groves of stately,
knarled white oaks along with the silver
maples, cottonwoods and poison ivy that
are common on most islands and backwa-
ters on the Upper Mississippi. Before the
locks and dams were built these swamp
white oaks were more common in the river
bottoms.

Swamp white oaks can live to be 350
years old. The sweet acorns they produce
feed deer, ducks, wild turkeys, squirrels,
woodpeckers and smaller rodents. A study
in Wisconsin found that swamp white oak
acorns make up 27 percent of the diet of
wild ducks.

While acorns simply fall to the ground,
where a duck or squirrel may be waiting,
cottonwood and silver maple seeds are
built for air travel. The wind can carry
fluffy cottonwood seeds or helicopter-like
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maple seeds great distances over land or
water. This may be why oaks are less com-
mon on the river.

There are other reasons as well. Even
though swamp white oaks tolerate some
flooding and flourish in wet soil, they seem
to do better on slightly higher ground. Be-
fore the dams were built the river would
drop lower, and the islands dried out more
in the summer than they do now, accord-
ing to Randy Urich, a forester for the Army
Corps of Engineers.

Actually, there don’t seem to be many
new trees of any kind growing on the river.
After the flood of 1993, Urich and others
studied new stands of maple and
elms on the river.

“We set up plots under a
dense forest canopy, in partial
shade and in open ground,” he
recalled.

By the summer of 1997 the
seedlings had pretty much
disappeared. One plot that
had hundreds of thousands
of seedlings in 1993, had
only one survivor.

Kenny Salwey, who has
trapped in the Whitman
Bottoms for several de-
cades, has noticed that
swamp white oaks in the
bottoms appear in certain
age groups, with few in between those
ages. This suggests that the right set of
conditions for new trees to thrive occurs
only once every few years.

Meanwhile Urich, whose office is in La
Crescent, Minn., has been working with
the Brice Prairie Conservation Association
to collect swamp white oak acorns and
plant them, mostly in the Black River Bot-
toms near Pool 7.

Backwater Mazes
You can reach the

Whitman Bottoms from
Merrick State Park, from
two public boat ramps or
from the upriver end of the
dike, on the south edge of
Buffalo City.

Reno Bottoms, across the
river from Genoa, Wis., is
similar to Whitman Bot-
toms. It, too, is behind a
dike that runs several miles
upstream, from Lock and
Dam 8. The bottoms is a
complicated maze of narrow
channels, where boaters
sometimes lose their way.

Things to Do & See
You can reach the Reno

Bottoms from the end of the
dike in Reno, Minn.; from a
road just south of the junc-
tion of highways 14 and 26;
or by driving east out of
New Albin, Iowa.

Where to See SwampWhite Oaks on the River
Pool 4, Nelson Trevino

Natural Area.
Pool 5, downriver from

Alma, Wis., near river mile
749.

Pool 5A, Whitman Bot-
toms.

Pool 7, upriver from Lake

Onalaska, near river mile
708.

Pool 8, Goose Island area.

Big Oak
A swamp white oak on

Goose Island, downriver
from La Crosse, Wis., is the
seventh largest swamp
white oak registered in
Wisconsin’s Champion Tree
Program. Its trunk mea-
sures 133.7 inches around,
the tree is 83 feet tall and
its canopy is 83 feet wide.


