The Mighty Kaw River

The history of Fort Riley is well documented with its history beginning at the headwaters of the Kaw River.  Camp Center as it was named was the initial encampment at the confluence of the Republican and Smokey Hill Rivers.  A surveying party selected the location as a military outpost used as protection for travelers along the Sante Fe and Oregon Trails. They believed the site to be near the center of the U.S., hence the name.  Later the name of the encampment was changed to Fort Riley.  

The Republican River begins its journey from just southeast of Denver Colorado.  The north fork and south fork of the Republican come together in extreme northeast Colorado.  Then the river takes a swing through Nebraska, where it picks up tributaries like the Frenchman and Redwillow.  By the time the river makes it to the confluence with the Smokey Hill River, it has been impounded twice and has covered three states.  

Like the Republican, the Smokey Hill River begins its journey in Eastern Colorado, but takes a more direct route.  Western Kansas tributaries like the Solomon and Saline Rivers join the Smokey Hill along the way.  The mainstem and its tributaries are impounded several times in western and central Kansas before reaching the headwaters of the Kaw River.  

Where the Smokey Hill and Republican Rivers come together begins the journey of the largest river entirely in Kansas (the Missouri is bigger, but is only partially in Kansas).  The stretch of the Kaw River on Fort Riley may be the prettiest and least altered over its entire length.  There are very few places where you can find mature mixed hardwood timber like that near the Territorial Capital or the large floodplain forest to the west of Marshal Army Airfield.  Although the meandering river looks peaceful and relaxing, the physical scars from past floods are still apparent and forever etched in the minds of those who experienced the awesome power of the river firsthand.

The 1951 food was by far the highest in recorded history.  It produced an amazing 400,000 cubic feet per second (cfs) of water volume.  By comparison, the 1993 flood produced just under half that at 199,000 cfs. There are still many folks around here that remember the 1993 flood and its effect on Fort Riley and the surrounding communities.  It is hard to imagine what twice the volume would have been like.  

For the most part, the mightiest river in Kansas has been tamed.  It is no longer allowed to meander and change course, with the flow being regulated by several large reservoirs. Even with the many flood control structures, the usually tranquil Kaw and its tributaries can still unleash its power, reminding us that Mother Nature is still in charge.  

Although we don’t think much about the big river most of the time, it certainly has a daily affect on our lives.  The Kaw River is a major source of drinking water for several cities and provides irrigation water for many farmers.  It is also important to many species of wildlife, particularly to those that require specific habitat created by the river.  One of those, the bald eagle, has come to symbolize the importance of the confluence on Fort Riley.  The wintering roost found here has become one of the largest in the continental U.S., where as many as 400 eagles have been documented at one time.  It is also no less important to many species of migratory birds that use the river in the spring and fall and to the indigenous wildlife that make the Kaw River valley home.

In recent years, recreational use of the Kaw River has increased dramatically.  This is particularly true for canoeing, kayaking and fishing.  Several boat ramps have been installed from Junction City to Kansas City and more are planned in near future.  Since the Kaw River is considered “navigable” recreationist’s to not need permission from the adjacent landowner to be on the water between the banks.   However, you do need permission to cross private land to get to the water, or you can simply use the aforementioned boat ramps and public entry points along the river.  
