THE INMMCRTAL SPOGN
Harold Kee Welch

Amaquonsippi was the Potawatami name; and its meaning,
Shell River. There are 108 varietles of fresh water mussel,
most can be found in Spoon River. The indians used the mussel
shells for spoons. In over one thousand of their mounds un=-
covered in Fulton County, every fcod bowl contained a shell
spoon, most with the half the right thumb fits into, but a few
with the opposite half, for the "lefty".

This 1little bivalve, especially from this particular
stream, was useful to the indisn in other weys., DBesldes being
a valuable source of food, the pearls and shells were highly
prized for ornaments becsuse of their unigue lustre and beauty.
They, at one time, were sought after by the crowned heads of
Europe.

Spoon River lies in the heart of that rich regicn embraced
by the Mississippi and Illincis Rivers. This small torturous
stream, roiled by erosion, begins its meandering in Bureau
County and flows southward, winding across the map of central
Illinois, depositing its turbulent waters upon the placid bosom
of the majestic and gently flowing Illinois near Havana.

Sometimes this seemingly innocent 1little river can, with-
out warning, turn deceitful and treacherous, repeatedly flooding
its wide valley, depositing a rich, thick, black layer of corn-
rocketing gumbo, the super soil for next years bumper crop.

It 1s truly a river of many moods and has been called




"the classic Spoon", "the turbid Spoon", "the treacherous Spoon",
"the lovely Spoon”; and perhaps the most significant of all,
"the razing Spoon", It floods, it destroys, and its ice packs
wound the beautiful trees at unbelievable heights. During the
flooding periods, this unpredictable river often gouges a new
peth to follow; but its denth, as always, is a closely guarded
secret, The tale has become a legend, - “Each year the river
takes one human life as a toll".

First the river was forded, then crossed by many swinging
foot bridges, then ferries, later covered bridges, and finally
iron, steel and concrete bridges,

The migration of the pioneers, like that of the indlans,
followed the waterways, They were delighted with the valley,
Evidences of five separste and distinet cultures are fcund here,
The river supplied fish, turtle, znd fowl; and the forests gave
them many varieties of game, nuts and honey. In every ravine
there seemed to be a spring cof delightful water, It was the
habitet of literally thousands of deer, At the time of the
arrival of the white man, straine of the great indian netions
of the Sac, Fox, Chippewe, Kickapoc and Potewatami were found
here.

Fills soon began to dot the banks of Spoon River. They
were important te the economy of the frontier and towns invar-
iably sprang up eround them. The first of the Spcon River mills
was the Hackleton Fill built in Isabel Township in 1831 by an
Eastern engineer., Giant water-wheels performed giant tasks.

Cften a saw and grist mill were operated by the same source of
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power. In the next four years five more mills were constructed.
Thecse mills were located at Waterford, Duncen M¥ills, Bernadotte,
Ellieville and Iondon Kills, where the Spoon enters Fulton County.

Eituated on 2 wooded bend in the river, its magnificent
trees stand with dignity about the thriving little town of London
11l1ls. From there we drift downriver passing Ellisville, Babylon,
and Seville, We see hetween terraced hills and the luxuriant
grzen of the trees which line her banks, glving us only sn occas-
ional glinmpse of the fields of corn and graln which lie beyond,
maturinz in the valley. Wnhen we arrive at Sernadotte, the patri-
arch ¢f all the mill towne, we sense most keenly the undaunting
spirit of the ploneer who came fror many lands to tame this virgin
wilderness, TFifty deerskins was the origzinsl price of this small
valley surrounded by seven verdant hills. This site triggered
the imagination of the indian fighter, William Walters, in 1826.
He bought the land, built his cabin, and began the twelve years
span of operation of what was known as the Fulton Ferry. The
village grew and became & thriving center for milling and fur
trading. The indians were trested with kindness until they began
pilfering, molesting and endangering the lives of the ploneers.
Willlams orgsnized every men and boy who could carry a gun, dis-
armed the indlans at Great Bend, drove them across the river and
up the state across the Mississippl at Oquawka, and bid them
never to return.

The town wae platted and named Fulton in 1835. It prospered
during this period when the waterways were the chief means of
transportation., The beautiful little village of Tuscumbia, just

two miles downriver, was founded in 1817 and flourished until
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ing towns. The pirogue was the most successful vessel used on
Spoon River, They were cut from the giant cottonwoods, which
were about four feet in width and forty feet long, and were
propelled by either oar or sail,

After General EBernadotte betrayed Napoleon at Waterloo
in 1837, he decided it would be wise to leave France and come to
America. Fany of his countrymen haed settled in the Mississippl
velley where he first visited. There were several Tamilies, in
the valley of Spoon Hiver, to whonx he gave valuable presents of
Jewelry which have been handed down as family helrlooms. He
then proceeded to make his way down to the 1little mill town of
Fulton. He was entranced by the loveliness of the place and re-
meined there until he returned to France., He asked that the name
'ulton be changed to Bernacotte. Later he was appointed King of
Sweden end married 2 commoner. For this reason he was threatened
with dethronement. This made 1little difference to the king who
planned in that event to return to the new world with his bride
and set up a kingdom in a city naced for himself, surrounded by,
ne sald, "the most beautiful country the Creator ever placed
upon this earth.," He was never to s=ze 1t again.

Bernadotte®'s first grist mill on the river was built beforsa
1835 replacing the horse-powered nill which had faithfully served
the first settlers, In 1844 a mill, replacing the one destroyed
by 2 flood, was bullt along with a picturesque log dam., A bridge
of mud end logs replaced the Fulton Ferry. It flooded out in a
few years, and in 1846 a two lane covered bridge was built, It

wes divided by stone pillars end lattice, built entirely of
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native wood and stone, and held together with wooden pegs. This

was a unlque structure and a source of great interest not only

in construction but also in the many stories which evolved during
the seventy years it stocd. It was a staticn on the undergound
rallroard during the Civil ¥War, Slaves were hidden in the rafters.

Bernadotte quickly became a milling end fur treding center.
People came from miles around by mule and horseback, covered
wagon and ox-team to have thelr grinding done. The indiens ancé
half=-breeds brought their pelts to sell and trade, General stores
were cpered that drew crowds of pioneer shoppers. A blascksmith
shop and two planing mills were scon added. Two good doctors,
several young lawyers, & justice-of-the-peace, a notary and a
sheriff joined the community snd took an active part in village
affairs, After the Civil V¥sr, business continued to thrive,
Stores sold a wide variety of goods. A lumber yard, =2 lime kiln,
an iron foundry, some swall factories, two large livery stables,
ice houses, a number of hotels, inns and dance hells aided in
the growth somewhat delayed by intermittant floods.

Flatboats plied the river carrying meat cured at the peck-
ing plant to Todd's Landing on the Illinois River; and other boats
left Bernadotte with full cargoes for such distant places as St.
Louis and New COrleans.

Bernadotte, from its existsnce, was an ideal center for re-
creation. People came for miles to enjoy pienicking, Fourth of
July celebrations, and to play games of strength =nd skill, Henry
Zoll, owner of the mill, operated the stesm pleasure boat *Ruby®,
about ninety feet long, carrying meny s festive group to picnic

grounds above the dam, offering excellent views of the scenic
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banks of the Spoon aelong the way.

Such mighty men of God as Peter Cartwight, Williem Rutledge,
end Uncle Dick Heney thundered out thelr sermons to those who
filled the small church (bullt in 1827) to over-flowing and also
to the hundreds who crowded the vard outside.

Ambitious young people, hungry for learning, came from as
far s the Chicago area to sit on split-logs to study snd listen
to the learned Bernadotte schoolmaster, NMany young couples came
from an equal distance to obtain their marriage license, Vandalia
was chosen for the state capital of Iilinols, winning over Berna-
dotte by only one vote,

In 1870, when the first railrosda by-passed Bernadctte, the
people still hed hopes of being connected with the surrounding
towns by rail. When other cities and towns served by the railroad
began to grow and prosper, Bernadotte began its decline. The peo-
ple became cdlshearteried and moved away and buildings fell into
disrepair. The seven verdant hills, the site of Bernadotte, was
row practicelly abandoned. Like Rome, it had known both gloxry
and decay.

Ir 1942, vecsuse of its varied types of terrain =nd the
river, the U. 8., Army selected 60,000 acres for the site of Camp
Ellie with Pernadotte in its center. Tt wes 1ceal feor their pur-
poses, After the wasr, the land was re-sold to former owners and
private individuals, A spark of l1life could again be detected in
Bernadotte. Even though stripped of her glory and with a sign
posted showing the dates of her existance (1826-1941), she con-
tinues to attract. A new dam was built by the zovernment on the

silte of the 0ld log dam. One can see some of the old foundation
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stones still in place. It was always believed that the refuse
from the mill attracted fish; but fishing today is still excell-
ent, perhaps because her waters are still free from the poisons
of industry.

Fany things have not changed; the wild grape vines still
hang from the trees, waiting toc glve some young Tarzan, stripped
btare, a colossal swing far out over the river to drop him with a
rebel yell and a splash., Coon hunts with hounds baying still
echo in the autumn moonlight. Skating parties arrive by bobsled
on cold crisp winter nights; and build bonfires to warm by, alter
gliding over the crystel surface of the Spoon. Gentle rains and
warm sunshine release the magic morels, the sponge mushroor every-
one knows and fries crisp and golden in btutter. Cne can slide his
canoe into these turbld waters and smocthly glide with the gentle
current under the rusty and wcoden bridges, free from the pressures
of the modern world. A& feeling of timelessness prevails. Along
the banks one sees a man of patience with a bottom-bsited line
dreaming and hoping the Spcon will give up arother of her succulent
be-whiskered blue channel cat., Around a bend, startles a drinking
white~tail that quickly loses himself in the thicket, leaving hoof-
prints in the muddy banks of the Spoon.

The railroads ended Spcon Hiver Valley's active part in
early I1linols history. Spoon Hiver was immortslized by Edear Lee
Hasters. A humble little stream, not a2 great river of power or
commerce or even of much importance; but today world famous be-

cause of that genius. It is now experiencing & new revival of
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interest because of a rich heritage of folk music and folk lore.
Although the towns have dwindled, the mills have disappeared,
the river traffic almost forgotten, it remalns beautiful, peace-
ful and endowed with nostalgic memories,
"l erise and follow alone for hours the winding way of the river,
Hunting a vanishing light, and 2 solace for Joy tco deep.

Where do you leasd we, wild one, con and on forever?
Cver the hill, over the hill, and down to the meadows of sleep.”

from Epilogue

Spoon River Anthology
by Edgar Lee Masters
Me Millan 1914




