Source of the Smoky Hill River
Introduction
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It started with a simple question: “Where does the Smoky Hill River start?”  Growing up in Salina, I knew it ran right through town, went east and flowed into other rivers, losing its own identity well before the Missouri River at Kansas City.  But the part of the Smoky west of Salina was mostly unknown to me (along with western Kansas itself).


I knew that lots of rivers start with snow melt and rain in high mountains (like the Colorado River does in the Rocky Mountains), although the Mississippi is said to start in Minnesota with a spring (raising the question of where the spring water comes from).  Does the Smoky start in the Colorado Rockies?

There are lots of maps that include rivers and they show the Smoky Hill stretching into eastern Colorado (as “intermittent” streams) but stopping well east of the Rocky Mountains.  The plains of eastern Colorado and western Kansas are fairly dry places so it’s hard to imagine a river starting out there.
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I continued the map studies but decided to find out in person.  I would travel west along the Smoky Hill River to see just what happens as you go farther westward into these plains.  To be complete about it, I started at Junction City, Kansas where the Smoky merges with the Republican river to form the Kansas River (also known as the Kaw) that then flows 170 miles before joining the Missouri River at Kansas City.  County roads in the flat lands of Kansas and Colorado generally form a grid of squares one mile on a side.  I could drive along this grid and stay near or cross the Smoky the whole way west from Junction City.  


On detailed county maps (available from state transportation department web sites) I picked a large number of places where roads cross the river and the river would be nicely displayed – these crossings became waypoints in a GPS and places to stop on my travels.  I prepared data sheets to record where and when I stopped to take photos of the river.  I was looking for changes in the Smoky while going westward with the main point being the location where the Smoky ran dry – or where the Smoky began if you look to the east instead of west.  This was done in late September 2010 when rain wasn’t in the forecast.  I wasn’t driving a 4-wheeler and didn’t want to have to fight muddy, slick county roads.  Although it was dry at this moment, there had been some heavy rains over Kansas in the late summer so the Smoky should be in decent condition.

The following pages have photos and maps of the Smoky as I worked my way west.  I made some mistakes of little consequence and made the surprising discovery that at this time the Smoky ran dry, or rather started from scratch not once but TWICE.  (Still, NONE of this helps me explain the post card showing a woman on a chair while water skiing on the Smoky Hill in Salina.)
The Route through Kansas
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   This map of Kansas has the Smoky Hill River’s region shown inside a blue rectangle.
    A blow-up of the rectangular region is shown below with the river and my travels indicated.  Each of the following sections of photos will have this rectangular region at the top with an indicator of where I was when some photos were taken.
    The Smoky in Colorado isn’t included in this rectangle but will be introduced later when that region is examined more closely.


Below are the contents of that blue rectangle.  The Smoky Hill River is shown as a bold blue line.  My September, 2010 GPS track is in red.  Interstate 70 runs mostly north of the river and certain cities and reservoirs along it are labeled. 
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So now begins photos of the Smoky Hill starting from Junction City in the east and traveling westward.

The End of the Smoky Hill River

[image: image36.jpg]R17E_| R18E R19E 0 10 2 30
9E | RI0E_ _RME | RRE | R1E | RME | RISE | RIGE | o T S a—
| Rew | RiwW | R1E_| R2E | R3E | R4E | RSE | REE | R7E | RBE | ROE | I &1 e e
R4W| R3W 2 Summerfild Bem
R2W R4UW | R9OW | RasW | Rzsw L.RI7W_ | R3*6W | RIBW | R4W | R:wW [ R32W | R3W | R0W | RZBW | R28W | RZZW |_R26W | R25W | R24W | RZ3W_| RZ2ZW_| R21W_| R20W | R18W | R18W [[R17W | R16W | R15W_| R14W | R13W | R12ZW | R1W R'"LL:”" |_R8W_| '"w“ % Rm Feing| T ey = 2 Ly u+m‘ St Brget L ¢ e 246) | e 05 Pont A J R20E R22E
o cor e ‘ ﬁw- [ I %H\‘ A s 15 K Wl T % ; i 55 V159 | R2HE "
b o 17 B d - o] | %) 8 Repubilo Q‘ - Q 110)t B 236 [ ¥ G Hgh Faml "
—f 2 T, w© Lang lsland 128 otter O 78 e S\ Fam
| L 23 & oon| By [ = Hirkve)(243) |Herkimer pestl ol P 136
ol = " Lot = Fi T Farvow |2 REDE ALY
L ¢1) Lot &7 - S 8 @;D 7= um Ok | Rt Weshington - g v, | L oy
61 i oo’ . 261 ) ) e 14 148) H f athe
al Fran 27 Meborad i S e Norkn =il 8 &l | (o2 T a1 = & S__ 82 87 o e P P 5
21 v 56 ot Lol TP, et (137) (20 DONPHAN foo
E Whesler) e Kaoora o Keth uSPUATE A 119) | Goon % . /\_\k &) )& phron 7 T
. Saoskon it
e : o o 2 ot o | T 7 DS ? 204) 181 Y Gz 2 9 L) | vemiten ” 2, i A 2
K| ot 1 Pl e ® 9 \‘ T 2
- v@‘ Jonrings al 8 Jowoll L Carp [ Blue T L ) r
| e o (9 st oY Qoona 7 3 2 )
{ Lils 62) [anocht whit © .
g o i - = 7 WASHNGTON MARSHALL U H N T2 " S |
2 = Bresten (D I HALL o ) 7 H
e . 21| RaNS A DECATR %~ | NorTon FHLLPS SMTH | ™ : i JEWELL ‘ L — i i H {
| AR e s —_— /1( S 8 = T [ _ Onege, 79 Hot e °
e Sekden J— Glan 16 Cutmings. ~
" o ot 5 3 s " . =22 o re! o | | LATCHISONL(™(116) 72
S 9 L 0 . Frots —] = -
> ora - W o % 75 affiind e
3 - Wt i | stome bl o (2 et S Westmorsand 4 73 £
¥ ol i.,,u =T {®) s Belot | il m 13 \ ppeep | s N6 Boyk o Leavenworth
~los7) S PN | o i85 85 & B Toney|  Corti 193] r 2 d . e - Valley F Wincheslpr ) -
o MsPAYLE| 253, ;| [Brewsor 54 Hill iy T & P 24 e 1danal |y Ce 82 99 e 59 - -
o Bh | e Goodiand = 0 i 58 4 AN J_J; R\ i o o Wiowas] 89 s ; i e = W _Lansing =
Lz H 184 Al Menlo Heode é,\ oy Studey e Raservolr = CLOUD \ > Fuh POTTAWATOME ! e 3 16 5
= A _,«”(f ! Sequl Moriand] Damar ! J 24 Del 1o LEAVENWORTH @
3 7% i & —— g u @ T Manhatian ] R JACKSON | | > = e
: 5 ! = R AN ¥ oo - S e ou, Riey [\l e s LR I W o DKANSAS T TVt
e i o Tresnck o 2t * - i "% MITCHELL \ ‘ © 9% e S | o - et
» 4 i N B o N = P = = r‘ E o 714) et = Rossvile I 2) (537 JEFFERSON'A —pa a
é Mﬂ;ﬂ% | AT SHERDAN| 1] frar o S e bt Qo [ 7 e JOAY i o ) & 138 2 & 55,(76 o WANDOTTEZ L
bGaniba. 7 e . i g i
SHERMAN % —-d THOMAS § il [216 o8 e % L~ GRAOA ROOKS 18 0SBORNE 1 L' L f—“ =2 | e o Niferan ) s = o = 2 AL 4 2
m %P\}W % = == = e g = " TMinneapols [ ARy 19D}, Junction City <Y { - 55 . 5 7 = Shawn e
=] " Paradine = - & .
< l '\\ oo |Oakiay ey ; . 212 ot VSW L - 3 106) 15 (244 ! : LAl T | TOPEKA ‘0 o — TH GVERLAND V\F}!;Iame
i & e 40 ror 5 Wakeeney, ﬂ Row? 0 - Rowey 106, [ — 18) NN Y A 185 —(a L Lawrénce) 10l Tenexa/PARK ¢ Yillage
i ook : S 18 18) Taimage 5 Dover Pate L) 3
] [ - R, ) : [ 8 ] - & ) s g el ora =
5 $ 25, Croak 5 jeh I 3= Beveiy] (" T [ | i Faprian . e BT SHAWNEE e e 101 JOHNSON eawood
M | 2 - ’ — } [ wasan (232, G52]0TTAWA L, 21) Abiere 206 PP Q 99) \ £ tomie ¥ u i OLATHE
)3 I — Y (247 H o Lo - 3 G - Y = o\d‘; ). e o - G,ardnt.er ®
2l = 2 J oo o] Haye Russell| 40 ¥ . - @ o o L :
gF | ™ il oS Eil, G == R () GEARY NV (4 ki - o ®
pa 40/ - o 14 = 1l ale—|
— 2 g Caner s tomer | ¢ Bten LINCOLN - P A0 e et = L. 2, 198/ oy N Etigetton
» Wodar ' — e 1Y ; ‘ 5 R~ — et ra - . 56 BuH;l i 55 {Pspring Hil g
:% g — — = LA e 140 alina hine | Sifem DOUGLAS -
" | L s 574 - ! i Wty || w o, T g B | Npere 509 i WABAUNSEE forarm X 597 Welavi 2 # L
i § o Elade; ™ Lo 2 ] N AT - L | Latmec 2 o T 56 L Lk, M H
2 L I PRy A ik L Y S i ONE] = - ] Goden | ok 2o :
s Sy Nt 0 Lok v > 68
WALLACE {_Jl T6A e | - B SR B T e el N i oo 3 sl L - o 2 orenel Ot 60 T o] | Lot
b ’ —/i% r [] 4 Osgoot T’.:?‘L Habie 2126 o} Butony | Admire 78 i @ % g j?: 279)’_1 S ;
- T Ly
= i S Pencois Uica | Amod sl @ A Lsbertal g T T SALINE DICKINSON wH = ol o mon 68 Y -
o | Loy 0 el Brwnal I n | el (- T R Ay e gl
o b syt
ot = Faoun oo Tompa =4 — . Ll 4 -
R i G W i) | e L £ oS ] = & — T g A P % 51 g | S L o] |
i (o7 9 Dighton L / Gl - it [Pt ™ o168 . =
e Mantha e 0 gl P o osAGE[ 25 & F e
o |Wekthond |y oy | 20) ot () Wodso il Rush 7 - 501 ook, FRANKLIN L MiAMI - o
s ) & ol | dy ) t 7
| T - i i % - LG, 05 i 5 &) ﬁ’" r’”" < 152 ne) a Cgra oo
%
frsn ‘5 e I Tk 156, Al %* McPherson o Gaka|_UP o Leki 7 = = Erigora 0 e "
i [ Wy - = Hals Sunmt Gootwich
- 27, | ;,',." Shallow 23 | l"i, RUSH Great Bend limwood, s Lyons @ = . 50 Fally L1 Horta 31 5 52
=} . *"m&‘?’\ A = o6 ".b}n" y 256, = Gamett J e @
* 4 s ™ e/ el ok o How [ Shave \ s e /vu“:/' Faiimilo . &
g GREELEY | J—r-) o Corendon Rapmond i & ‘ - oo L Acns comy Gounytais | |00 T e TGy | " Contonle n
g WICHITA SCOTT ARTON| 253 e L] Sopes) Font Rassone p. ! ! =
LANE NESS ~ 1 B R i = .
t Flrencs "B Wont
] il Friod L faes, @s0) 215 LYON Wez, il Mound Gy ] ;
H il - e % Fea v o HERS oI oo VARION Mot o § s o | e N Ll
B oy i ~S{156 Ragum S 3 Peatody RS ok # 3 [oaey - AN 239M,
? 19 Lamont Em ]
8 m.'w 25 - s e | (264,72 Lo @) & v 2 Bublor| A% s | Hession < | om CHASE & 249 COFFEY ANDERSON| . LLINN 8
B HIS H Jotmons ¢ Hutchifison Zimajal | . MY 3
F) H| PAWNEE j ‘ 3 s ol [ L o 1 ﬂ% e T
Rl ot 2l s Ao G?:%‘ 156) .4 08, (] 20 i ‘Newtoh S? ‘ & A camtey {l; - \ 75 vomn ] rle ‘ 3 z g
b 73 ﬁér . pind ‘Viﬁa |
d g = b L o) st Yoty Huchinsr ¥ b & " el 2 bt | 3] " - PG P O 1S (T -
Megwe B
g d g' o = Dearfakd - gg oo 19 | ot ] s o= o ates | a-%n ot ronson
" o o — Y N 5 oo G o Iy prgprys R e, o o o vy s P T | ot TS
: ractse : ?‘3 \ I HODGEMAN o Belpry 7 7“; - sedu‘m ey opks B oreco j = A 224 : l i o
. elogton — — ® Arngon = =
& i Aareg) i s ] ™ :;.j ne e T a "\\ G, X:I_ ] ! i ,,L 1?6 1 o f— 1(1‘5 Townts| . & ..\_ I In o i ta
L R "y 5 g" by Ao o T | L S e El Dofado s vl WOODSON ALLEN P B kif:"‘
3 56 = [Laks. 0 7 ~
E ’ n i 45‘;]0 Howel } @ Al A b, ( Conteiow | Flbbuny s Crcpamai B = Turen - “{)M 34, g | L e }M* g Bk P % | R ) - o T BOK‘JRBO\N 277_- 69 &
HAMLTON KEARNY FINNEY L COWARDS " i RENO e el s Y H » ¥ oer A '
al, TR g Y — ™ " w) || 2 wieHmA Sy A P T et § 8
5 [ T o Dodge = o - b ) il i e : e Auglia_ Booamort - D BT a6) o
| i Pratt o (© F e 4 2 ] T —— w pouss Ere s (12
=15 City oy Chay ; i . PEI GREENWOOD Q ps — o =
ai| Bl Ford & Gonam ekl | UF ) e Cunri Ko e ke K - St g ol [N X | usie
8 Ulysses Nortezura, b A LS S SIS Cuteon—1(64) [~ ,__ﬁ.' Mrdock /& ol 5 L 2 e S (7)ot IO i
i T S 5 Goarsting Harlepd i 4 PN - i j Fonerin| 71/ s L & 3 i i Y o
3! Sk - o i —t Sl o ~ SEDGHICK | p12 Derby L ﬁ Howrd sy R < o L i 8
! Bt
E | ¥ SN ™ Too el K e J R &) il = e ] -l 53 tap| BUTLER “ v et A 129 Pittsburg|— -
: CO e WA Ryt o GRAY ) |ForD ~ PRATT ot St i Cttn S = 7 | Mo 2 Lptais N WILSON 5 Neodesha )> TR - CRAWFORD o
il 2 )1’/\5 Sublefte s X x gy e sy M = Norwkh J ppecid el B Rk - Longten, = [y — A o ]
H [~ Setanta Lode EnmuE . R\ 55 15, Bl St Grenolal__ Meile S =
| STANTON GRANT T HASKELL o L KIOWA ancy KINGvAN _ % s & I et KRy < bl | (ifereen B @I R
o ca 190) ® Lo - Fuyoae 49 T | 2 e Wl - e - . | > 5 el g, Mo ] 102 o
g 83 Viors o i) 2 ol G | i = Ek mkctyLoe] Ll - [0 112 -
] - ? A A 160 Py % 2 Herpe f— 208 577) | Walingion [ g t R -
@
g Rihtod %) & L\ vy o - o ; © o) 3 ~ " . nt [ H
£ & ! Hoads Caldvetar Medking Lodge T —] 360) | e gl (15 ‘ 75 iz a
o Plains 13 Pidey 185 . U i 101 66,
o s - Dot ™= 2 Fregort w il b =
o otk Protecton 3 & 81 Adamsi P — o - %Qk Faukoer 69 3
2l = = L e s i iy Y Al } - N - i
"H—Gi Higoton 4 = aa g Y cik ] S C/ | " ":J" I 1 U Ea Pk Wi ) 26
] L o Hark potad | enon | Arkansas) < h B, o (99 NONTSOMERY Chaopa CHEROKEE. ]
3l st i 95) Liberal e T AL - 1 | Shok B e (49 S e lCity § o * (5 tiosra o T Cofteyyille \ABETTE ] R#E | RBE | RBE | RAE | RBE L
=l Z 5 , P g . il N ol o 5 T D oo * T S e RE T Ry E [ RWE T Rise | REE |
el Exat R Harder e Cadwl SUMNER [ £ REE | R7E REE | R9E | RWE | RUE | R12E [ RBE [ R
2 g MORTON } ’ SIOEN / SEHARD MERE e CLARKY, == COMANGHE AT 2 - HATRER D Row | R5W | RAW | R3W | R2W | RiW | RIE | R2ZE | R3E | RAE | RSE |
QW TTRAW  ROW T RIBW | RBW RIIW T'RIW RBW | RI#W | RBW | RZW RAW | ROW "RBW [ RBW | RZW | R26W RBW RAW RZBW T'RZW T RZIW | ROW | R19W | RBW | R7W Riew  RBW — RiawW T RT3W T'R12ZW | RTW | R10W | ROW | R8W | R7W |

2
3
=




[image: image2.jpg]T0S | T9s | T8s | T7s

| T188 | T12s | T11s

i

-

o T al = ,Center |
fog T Ar ol Luceme | L Glan g%ﬁhr | \LK‘L
o L */Jw“ﬁa i = ™ zsm 1 sol ,,u’ff } ™ & A et 9 % - &0 e
’ A s e 1 || == et | TN . .
1 I T ] Q, / Bolott | ity (194 Grees
') en Sosland 23 ] et - e S A & S winciy e ! & b e } D o iy =
T 384, kN At Metio segi & Hode & D Studey B e — i A \ Tipton N Gl T oA ol ,,,_u
I 24 H i IR B Wotnd o 4 . N clow i i s ]
2 i I @ = [ ] 2 ) ....% b S o ‘\_L T
R I O oy N Plainvle e "% MITCHELL 1 \ et e - RILEY
N e Pace Fr =
SH \- j Oa kley = ar [ Jserom| PR e e 24 Ig P
ERMAN o —-d THOMAS 618 B~ iy Spa oot JuhGove 9 O i T | JOLAY i
o a (0 Y ROOKS @ OSBORNE I i FTT :
Mﬂ""::K Cakley e . e COI Iye r oo »‘SW Paradine 181 bl [ | |Minneapols ‘ Vine i "n. Do !
: > s A g A - o < ol | 0 N Junction City .
i A e i —1 : @ @ e L
' N - lish | l\‘__‘ 3 Bavel P3| |verdi - s . - -
sl 2 - = il Il o HayS = - s (232 @52)oTTAY™ - ; . (oa7) Aviere : .
2 o JE Eil, [ st RUSSG” % Sallna ‘ e G
&) I TeGake o o b | o™ LINCOLN 4 iz . & |
i - 255 / i 7,
5 ] 1:0‘ — Salina ‘%;: i

Codar Bl |
] - Wieonpr ~
. @ Hotang

|

j Russell i

l Elade Pl f : 274 o : ;
[ W L 111 oo oy ) 75 D

147
| Y]
Toioh TVAckory) | 7 Boran |
- feon 156) davara =
N
T
$

ELLIS
; RUSSELL Bl wls (149 5 o

|

(- Springs . :
( Cariton i oton

.. T168 | T1ss | _T14s

L

_L.T18S | Tirs

L WALLACE i
f T - m Cedar
i % r 95 J“-' ] Uica Amakd Lsbanthal ‘ r\l :au(L =
] 0 25 - G S e . ol e SALINE DICKINSON| /326
ﬁ! < o | T Bluff = | ¥~ Kanopolis == jﬂf e :
] l = - 83! - — LT Vagme| L2 Lo } 8 = otin - ~ L SHoRT 77 LlndSbO rg oy ;ﬁ“ ‘meﬁ
Wl'-; Aser s | xsg) Cornado '} 5 Modoo o Bison [R HoRiogion. 2. = J— T | i i [ |
Sekirk [=1 Scoft Citv 96, Jota - Ruch

Tribung





[image: image37.jpg]



   We begin at the end, the end of the Smoky Hill River at Junction City in Geary County where it joins with the Republican River to form the Kansas River.  My map study was faulty and I thought the junction was just inside the Fort Riley Military Reservation.  As I went east out of Junction City I saw a military guard post ahead and began to wonder how to get through it, ignoring the bridge I just went over (that’s it in the photo).
   The guard thought me a bit odd but harmless so I was allowed to follow the GPS to the presumed river junction.  There was no river at this location so I backtracked out of the reservation.  I stopped at a bridge to take this photo, not yet realizing that I was now directly over the Republican River (black arrows) and that the Smoky Hill was barely in view just under the bridge on the right (blue arrow).  After I got home it finally dawned on me that THIS is the end of the Smoky Hill and the start of the Kansas River (red arrow).

   My GPS gave the river’s elevation at this point to be 1057 ft., after making an eyeball adjustment for the height of the bridge over the river, something I continued doing throughout the whole trek.

The Smoky Hill River at its Mightiest
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Here are two photos taken on the southern edge of Junction City in Geary County (at the red circle) showing the Smoky at its greatest extent at the end of Sept., 2010.  From here to the west the river can only shrink.  I won’t even try to guess the depth or the flow rate.  Neither would be spectacular, but it’d be nice to know anyway.
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The Smoky Hill River Near Abilene
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To the west of Geary County is Dickinson County with first Chapman (right hand circle), then Abilene (middle circle), and finally Solomon (left hand circle).
[image: image43.jpg]



   Chapman isn’t far from Junction City, so there is no observable change in the Smoky Hill from the previous photos.  No water (or mud) has been added or subtracted yet.  
[image: image44.jpg]



   Enterprise is between Chapman and Abilene and I’d skip over it except this view from a bridge tells us something new.

   The ripples in the water flowing away from us demonstrate that the Smoky Hill is indeed flowing to Junction City and that this channel is very shallow at this point.  The still channel to the left looks like it might be deeper – or maybe the water isn’t flowing there at all.

[image: image45.jpg]




Just south of Abilene the Smoky Hill is a placid muddy river again with no important difference from what you see at Junction City.


But just before exiting the west end of Dickinson County at Solomon, the first change in the Smoky Hill is found because the Solomon River flows into it at this point.   This confluence is shown in this photo.  We’re looking upstream (to the west) with the Smoky on the left and the Solomon entering from the north (right) through the wide mouth.  It might appear that the Solomon is about a big as the Smoky, but the wide mouth exaggerates its importance.  Nevertheless, the Solomon contribution is not insignificant.
[image: image6.jpg]



   The river’s elevation here is about 1158 ft., up about 100 ft. from Junction City, 50 miles away.
The Smoky Hill River Near Salina
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   Salina (in Saline County) is the biggest city the Smoky Hill comes close to.  In the 19th century Salina was built around the Smoky and severe periodic flooding of the city has resulted.  After the 1951 flood, caused by non-stop rains, a levee system was built to channel the Smoky around the edge of town instead of meandering through the heart of town. 
[image: image47.jpg]



   Here is the Smoky just east of Salina (well upstream from the confluence with the Solomon River shown on the previous page).  The size of the river has definitely shrunk from Junction City.  The half submerged auto tire near the bank may not indicate a typical depth.  Could you walk across the whole river?  I’m not sure.  Over the years there have been drownings in the Smoky within Salina so where the channel narrows the water’s depth must be too deep to stand up in.
   The Smoky at this point has benefited from Dry Creek and the Saline River which flow into the Smoky Hill just northeast of Salina.  The following photos may indicate a small reduction in the river’s size as I pass Dry Creek and the Saline, but it’s not much.
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The Smoky provided water power for mills back in the 19th century.  A milldam in the middle of Salina still exists and is in the left-hand photo.  Only a small portion of the Smoky flows over it these days, apparently just for show.  (Scenes from the 1955 movie “Picnic” were filmed at this milldam.)  I could put my GPS at the water level near the dam and the elevation shown was 1220 ft., 163 ft. above the water at Junction City.

The right-hand photo shows the full flow of the Smoky in the old river bed at the southeast side of Salina.
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The Smoky Hill is usually a well-behaved, modest river, but periodic heavy rains to the west have given Salina many major floods.  The 1951 flood drove the building of a diversion channel (on the right) and levee system (on the left).  The straight channel would speed flood waters on their way eastward faster than would the original meandering channel through town where waters would overflow into downtown and residential areas.
   I couldn’t resist including this photo of the Smoky on the southeast side of Salina (Magnolia Ave., to be precise) with a hint of Autumn in the trees.  The shadows show this to be late in the afternoon.

   In places the reflection of the blue sky almost overrides the muddy brown true color.

The Smoky Hill River South of Salina
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[image: image52.jpg]



    At Salina the Smoky Hill River takes an unusual turn to the south, as we travel upstream generally westward.  There are some rocky hills directly to the west of Salina that offer resistance so the river skirts around them.

   Just south of Salina is Assaria (circle), where this photo was taken.  It should be the same as the river through Salina so the depth in this more narrow channel should be greater here.  I guess I should have taken a rope with a lead weight to measure such things.
   Just a bit further south is Bridgeport (not circled) with another view of the Smoky so similar to the one from Assaria I won’t bother showing it here.  The track of the river leaves Saline County at this point.
The Smoky Hill River Heads West
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[image: image55.jpg]



   Shortly after entering McPherson County at Lindsborg (circled on the right) the Smoky returns to its normal east-west direction.  This Swedish community also built a milldam back when water power was king.  Only remnants of it now remain and cause the ripples in the photo on the left of the Smoky.
[image: image56.jpg]



   The old mill’s brick building still stands and outside it is a marker showing the high water levels of the Smoky Hill during the floods of 1903, 1951, and 1957.  All the marks are so far above the normal water level it is difficult to imagine that much water.  (Distances in feet above normal are not given.)  The high water of 1951 was about 2 feet above those of 1903 and 1957.                                            
[image: image12.jpg]
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The next day’s travel along the Smoky Hill began at Marquette (left hand red circle), just a bit west of Lindsborg.  They too must have built a milldam (left photo) but in modern times they too found it to be more of a hindrance to the river than a help in providing power.  The morning light on the trees (right) was nice way to start the day.


The river’s elevation at Marquette had risen to about 1360 ft., 303 ft. above the confluence at Junction City.

The Kanopolis Dam Region
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   Shortly after entering Ellsworth County I was just half a mile from the outlet of Kanopolis Lake (right red circle).  The Smoky was still looking as it had in Salina, as seen in this photo.
   The mile-long Kanopolis Dam was finished in 1948 as a flood control measure.  It didn’t help in 1951 because it was full when the big rains came and desperately had to let as much water out as went in.  It is now a State park.  It took on the name of the nearby city of Kanopolis, Kansas.  In the “borrowed” photo below the camera was near the inlet on the west and we look toward the dam and outlet in the east. 
            [image: image15.png]



[image: image60.jpg]



   In contrast to the robust river leaving the dam, the inlet to Kanopolis Lake (shown here) looked rather anemic in September 2010.  Clearly, much more water was being let out of the lake than was going in.  Presumably, the inlet in this photo is the “real” Smoky Hill River at this time and place.  Downstream of the dam, the Smoky is artificially boosted by the lake.
   I got the elevation at this location to be about 1485 ft.  We are now 428 ft. higher than the Junction City confluence.

[image: image61.jpg]




Just a few miles west of the lake’s inlet is the old cowboy town of Ellsworth (left hand circle).  The Smoky Hill River skirts the south side of the town and of course looks similar to the inlet to Kanopolis Lake.  The morning shadow from the bridge (right) shows that we are looking east (downstream) in this case.  There is a lot of the dry river bank showing on the left side.

In the 8 miles since the Kanopolis inlet photo, the elevation has gone up 40 feet.


It was on this bridge that I talked with some young scientists from Kansas State University who were taking water samples to look for pollutants.  I told them the objective of my trip and a woman immediately began telling me how to get to Big Creek.  I’d never heard of it and couldn’t imagine why she thought I’d like to know about it.  I listened politely but put Big Creek out of mind – a mistake.


I saw nothing coming up in Ellsworth County of interest so I jumped right to the middle of Russell County just to the west.

My Big Creek Goof
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From Ellsworth I spent westward on good county roads (they are asphalt in eastern and central Kansas, for the most part) to just south of the city of Russell (boyhood home of Bob Dole and Arlyn Spector, they proudly announce on road signs) in the county of the same name.  The Smoky at this point hadn’t changed from Ellsworth (right hand circle and photo below), so it was just as well that I skipped everything in between.  I was mainly looking for changes in the river leading to a dry river bed.
[image: image64.jpg]



   The elevation had grown to 1718 ft., so now we were 661 ft. above my Junction City starting point (the end point for the river).  

   The river had shrunk quite a bit west of Kanopolis Lake but had been stable ever since.  I didn’t see any reason for it to change for quite a while so I decided to skip another section and visit the famous Steinberg Museum in Hays, Kansas (in Hays county, of course), about 25 miles to the west.  I left the river and went north into Russell to pick up I-70 over to Hays.  The museum was excellent with fossils of ocean creatures from the time when western Kansas was an ocean.  I went straight south out of Hays to resume tracking the Smoky Hill (left hand circle).

[image: image65.jpg]




I immediately got a huge shock when I saw that the Smoky between Russell and Hays had somehow shrunk dramatically.  The river had now become a creek!  I had been looking for locations where changes happen and I’d just skipped over a very dramatic change somewhere in a 25-mile stretch between Russell and Hays.


This photo shows the Smoky Hill River 10 miles south of Hays.  To call it a river at this point is quite generous.  You could hop across it.  The elevation was about 1900 ft., up 843 ft. from Junction City.

What happened to the Smoky since Russell?  I could have, should have, backtracked eastward along the Smoky to find the place where the change happened.  But I had plans for a lot more driving that day, the museum had eaten into the time available, and I really was just after the place where the Smoky starts.  So I convinced myself to keep moving westward.


I don’t think I figured it out until I got home and looked closely at maps.  That Big Creek the KSU woman talked about goes through Hays and heads southeast where it joins the Smoky just 3.5 miles west of where I checked the Smoky south of Russell.  If I’d driven that short distance west to the confluence before going north to Russell I would have seen this addition to the Smoky.  In fact, from my photos it seems that in September 2010 the Big Creek may have had more water flowing than the Smoky just before their merger.


That’s why the woman from Kansas State University told me how to find Big Creek.  But she put it in no context and didn’t hint that it had anything important to do with the Smoky Hill.  Just the name “Big Creek” didn’t imply anything important to me.

After getting home, it continued to irk me that I had missed this important junction of Big Creek and the Smoky, so in June 2011 I went back on another trip into Kansas to try again (and satisfy a couple of other unrelated curiosities).  At the same bridge south of Russell inside the right-hand red circle, the Smoky was essentially unchanged from the first photo of this section.  There had been some significant recent rains shortly before this trip; snows and rains had kept it constant.  I went 2 miles west, just 1.5 miles from the confluence with Big Creek, and the Smoky Hill was still unchanged, as expected.  I could now check on the impact Big Creek has on the Smoky – or so I thought.
     My “plan” was very poorly made.  The confluence itself is in the center of one of the one-mile square grids where I’d never see it from the road.  So I was going to find the Smoky BEFORE Big Creek joins it.  Then I could figure out what Big Creek contributes.  That should do it.

     Only 1.5 south of the confluence is a nice bridge where I thought I’d see the Smoky before Big Creek.  I was surprised to find just a muddy pond that cows drank from.  I was confused and should have taken this as a warning to rethink everything.  Instead I slavishly followed my preset scheme and went on.  A later check of the map, with a magnifying glass, shows that I hadn’t stopped over the Smoky at all – this was just a potential small tributary.  The Smoky was very nearby, but didn’t cross the road here.  I had confused the two faint, blue lines on the map (or my eyesight merged them) and thought the Smoky went under the road here.  The Russell curse, along with my own poor planning and stubbornness, got me two years in a row.
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There were places not far away where I could have crossed Big Creek itself but had previously decided to delay seeing Big Creek until I was on the west side of Hays, 20 miles away.  That was another poor decision, but at least it allowed me to photograph Big Creek.  After all that trouble, here are two photos of this creek.

     It seems honestly named as a creek.  At least when going through Hays, it is a fraction of the Smoky Hill, unlike what I expected from 2010.  The top photo is looking west, upstream.  The bottom photo is looking east, downstream, toward the confluence in 20 miles.  This bit of water hardly explains the big drop in the Smoky I found in 2010 between Russell and Hays – I expected Big Creek to be much bigger.
     Does Big Creek grow in the 20 miles before joining the Smoky?  The map, in case I’m reading it correctly for a change, shows a possible important tributary just south of Victoria (between Russell and Hays).  So checking Big Creek in Hays could well have been another mistake.  I blew my chance to really understand Big Creek’s importance, but Life goes on.
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      Big Creek is a contributor to but not the source of the Smoky Hill, my real objective, so let’s keep moving westward and see what happens.  Start at Hays and head west. 
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Here is the Smoky and the general terrain just southwest of Hays, a few miles west of town.  The creek is barely visible between banks of green grass and small trees.

     Gone are the lush trees lining the banks of the river farther east.  At Hays you begin to enter the grassy plains of western Kansas favored by the huge herds of buffalo (until nearly made extinct in the 1880s), and therefore favored by plains Indians who lived off the buffalo.


The farther west toward Colorado you go, the less water, trees, and small game you find.  Given what I saw here, could it be very far before the Smoky Hill dries up?


The river’s elevation here is about 1980 ft., 923 ft. up from the Junction City termination 135 miles to the east (along a straight line).
The Smoky Hill Goes Dry -- TWICE
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Given the creek status of the Smoky at Hays, can there be water in the stream bed much further to the west?  I was approaching the Cedar Bluff Reservoir (right hand red circle) in Trego County and didn’t know what to expect for it.  Although the dam was completed in 1951, it’s too far west for this teenager to have even heard about it from Salina in the 1950s.  But it’s rather large and the water covers an area of 7,000 acres when full.

Just 5 miles east of the dam the Smoky Hill presented this dismal sight (left photo).  I could detect no flow to this water, meaning it was a stagnant pool.
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   The right side of the bridge is downstream but it was just a quiet pool and then mud.

   There was a pool of water, but no river at this time.  The flow had stopped, leaving water in a low spot.

  How can this happen with a large reservoir just 5 miles upstream?  Downstream of the Kanopolis Dam the Smoky is well fed with water.
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I edged closer to the Cedar Bluff reservoir.  Three miles west of the spot shown on the previous page, and only two miles from the lake, the Smoky Hill River had gone completely dry.


There was a gentle, grassy depression where water must flow now and then.  Trees do well along the depression because there is subsurface water left over from wetter days.  So now only lines of trees, not water, indicate the river, or creek, bed.


Was this the end of my quest, still 125 east of the border with Colorado?  Had I already found where the Smoky Hill River begins, at least in September 2010?


I pressed on for the drive across the dam at Cedar Bluff.
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There was no shortage of water in the lake.  This view from the start of the dam shows only about half the lake.  Yet the only outlet I could see, a broad concrete ramp (on the right of the dam, but not in the photo), obviously an emergency overflow, led to a still basin and then a dry bed.


Across the bridge was the area office of the Cedar Bluff State Park.  I stopped in and they weren’t busy so a man generously fielded my questions.  There was water flowing out but it was a trickle (he didn’t know the numeral value).  Clearly it quickly sinks into the ground and never gets even two miles away.  He told how to spot the small normal outlet and then I was able find it when I returned to the dam.  It was tiny indeed.

Through his computer he found that the inlet to the lake at this time was all of 1/3 ft3/sec.  This is about 2 gallons a second, into a lake with zillions of gallons already.  But this was the real flow rate of the Smoky Hill River just west of the lake at that time.


The real Smoky had not yet gone dry.  I’d only thought it had because the Cedar Bluff Reservoir wasn’t letting any water out.  The dry stretch I’d found was artificially created by the dam.

(You can get the most recent inflow and outflow rates at http://www.usbr.gov/gp-bin/arcweb_cbks.pl .)
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I went 9 miles west of the dam to the inlet end of the lake (middle red circle) and did indeed find a trickle of flowing water.  Tiny fish were swimming in it and a twig I dropped on it moved slowly, but steadily, toward the lake.  The general terrain was still rather parched, but trees found plenty of subsurface water from the creek melting into the land.

The first dry spot I found east of the dam had been a false drying of the river – an artifice generated by the dam.  I had to continue farther westward to find the real drying up spot – the real start of the Smoky in September 2010.

The elevation of the water in this photo was about 2150 ft., 1093 ft. higher than where the Smoky loses its identity at Junction City.
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I continued west through Trego County and could check on the river’s status every couple of miles.  Three miles west of the first photo on this page the creek existed but the lack of vegetation tells me that water is not common here.  Even trees were missing at this spot.  Or do floods destroy any vegetation that tries to grow here?
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Another two miles west of the previous photo there was water but it was very still and even scummy.  The bed wasn’t dry, but it wasn’t running like a river either.  This was another pool of water trapped in an extended low spot.  The end, the source, must be near.


While taking this photo, a farmer who lived down the road came by and asked if I needed some help.  He’d probably never seen a tourist in this part of the world but took it in stride when I explained my reason for being there.


He took the time to describe the flood at this spot created that Spring by heavy rains.  There was indeed a cut bank littered with dead tree limbs and various brush (left edge of the photo below).  My car at this spot would have been mostly underwater at such a time and probably swept away.  It was an impressive change from the present dry condition.  So the river bed can be dry one day and overflowing the next, should the right rain come at the right spot.
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Another 5 miles to the west and I was right on the western border of Trego County, south of the town of Collier (left red circle).  I wasn’t surprised to find a bone dry stream bed.  There were no more reservoirs to the west so this was the end of the line for the Smoky Hill River in late September, 2010.

[image: image18.jpg]


         [image: image19.jpg]




It was getting late in the afternoon after a long day, so I didn’t backtrack to try and find the exact place where water ends (or begins).  There was only one spot two miles back east where a county road crosses the stream bed but even that seemed like too far to go for so little gain of information.  I was sure there was no water in the stream bed to the west but nevertheless I’d check it out the next day after a comfortable evening in Oakley, Kansas of Gove County.  I went north to I-70 for the quickest drive to Oakley.
The Smoky Hill Stays Dry
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Refreshed from a night’s sleep in Oakley, I expected to find a very dry Smoky south of Oakley that would confirm what I saw late yesterday:  the Smoky Hill River had run dry for good just before the boundary between Trego and Gove counties.  As you can see from the red GPS track in the map above, I had skipped over the Smoky Hill (in blue) between Collyer and Oakley.  This morning I went south from Oakley to the impressive chalk rock formations known as Monument Rocks (right-hand red circle), cut into an ancient ocean bed by the Smoky Hill’s water and abrasive winds over the eons.  There I expected to again find a dry creek bed before enjoying the rocks and then starting for home.
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My first reward for an early start just south of Oakley
was this Western Kansas sunrise.
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With the Monument Rocks as a backdrop, I pulled up to the bridge over the Smoky Hill to see how dry it was.
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I was very surprised and confused to find all this water instead of dust.  But it was just another still pond of water trapped in a low spot.  Twigs and leaves dropped onto the water stayed right where they fell.  This early in the morning there was no wind so the surface was mirror smooth.  Don’t expect this by mid-morning in western Kansas.

It’s a bit of an oddity to have such a pond so far from the dusty creek bed found yesterday, but there it was.  When did it form and how long will it remain wet?  The trees are quite mature so they have plenty of water.

The water’s elevation here was about 2578 ft., 1521 ft. above the Junction City confluence.

After scampering around the Monument Rocks, I felt the need to find the creek bed empty one more time to the west before calling the trek done and heading home.  I went about 20 miles west to Russell Springs (left-hand red circle) in Logan County because there were a couple of good road crossing of the Smoky and the town has a museum of the Butterfield Overland Despatch that ran from Kansas City to Denver along the Smoky until railroads took over.  Closed in 2010, I visited the museum in 2011 and enjoyed seeing a Concord stage coach.
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As expected, the riverbed was entirely dry.  It took a long concrete bridge to span the wide bed formed by floods over the years.  The bit of vegetation growing in a low point showed that some water was being held below the surface, but not enough to show itself directly.
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The view on the other side of this bridge gave only sparse clues that water flowed here now and then.  The vegetation and trees were again the most obvious signs that water collects here on occasion.  



The sturdy concrete pillars for the bridge had markings that reveal a feature of the Smoky Hill.  They were clearly giving heights above the lowest point of the river bed near the middle of the bridge.  The marks are prepared to show a water level 16 ft. deep in the middle of the “channel.”  I can’t say whether or not this has ever happened, but I wouldn’t be surprised if a sudden downpour could briefly revive the Smoky Hill River to this level.  The width of the low land spanned by the bridge tells of the massive erosion and the amount of water sometimes in the flooding Smoky way out here.


The Butterfield museum had closed for the season a couple of weeks earlier, so I started for home by going west out of Russell Springs.  For 10 miles I could trace the Smoky Hill just to the north by the trees nourished by the ground water fed by the river now and then.


Finally, I turned south and the river bed kept going west toward Colorado (photo on the left).  There were still 35 miles to the Colorado border, along a straight line, and at least 100 miles to the next chance for water in Colorado.  Had I been walking to the 1849 gold fields in Denver under these conditions, I would have died of thirst, unless something else got me before that.

I could have taken a shovel and dug holes in the dry bed now and then to see if water collects in it, but I didn’t.  How deep such a “well” would have to go to find water I can’t say.


The Smoky Hill River may not often be wet this far west, but it’s the best (only) thing going.  Looking across the road from the previous photo all you see is grass.  There are no trees because there isn’t enough water away from the Smoky, not to mention prairie fires and pioneers who needed wood.  I’m impressed that even small amounts of intermittent water channeled into a stream bed can sustain life in some form or another.
The Smoky Hill Leaves Kansas for Colorado


In September, 2010 I wasn’t interested in following a dry creek bed from Russell Springs into Colorado.  I’d seen the Smoky Hill go dry and that was my main objective.  Even the point 5 miles west of Russell Springs where two branches of the Smoky (the north and south forks) come together held little interest because they had to be dry.  Besides, it happens a mile from any county road so I’d never see it without a hike anyway.


But there was one point of interest that I kept thinking about it throughout the winter.  The most westward point of the intermittent Smoky Hill River, according to maps, is at Landsman Hill in eastern Colorado, about 125 miles east of the Rockies’ foothills.  In fact, multiple rivers start on the flanks of this “hill.”  Rain must form gullies that transform into creek beds flowing away from the hill.  Without rain, of course, everything is dry.  I’d like to know how often water flows from Landsman Hill into Kansas.  It must be quite rare.  If snow falls over the whole route and melts, the water would tend to collect in the creek beds and the entire route would be wet without flowing of water.

Here’s an image of a big snow storm on February 6, 2011 that covered the entire track of the Smoky Hill.  The red line is the Smoky from Russell Springs to Junction City, but the section of the river in Colorado was getting snow also.  The entire Smoky must have eventually been wetted from snow melting in the bed and in tributaries.  But that’s not the same as a continuous, flowing river.

A map study shows that moisture falling on the east side of Landsman Hill is the start of the north and south forks of the Smoky Hill.  If moisture falls on the northeast side of the hill, it starts the Republican River that arcs into southern Nebraska before coming to Junction City to join the Smoky Hill.  Rain on the north side adds to the Platte River into Nebraska.  Moisture on the south side of Landsman Hill adds to the Arkansas River that goes through southern Colorado and Kansas before cutting across Oklahoma and Arkansas to reach the Mississippi.


Landsman Hill is about 9 miles north of Highway 40 midway between Kit Carson and Cheyenne Wells, Colorado.  (The GPS coordinates are N 38° 56.56’, W 102° 34.80’.)  County roads are all around it but none get very near the “summit.”


Landsman Hill was too intriguing a place to miss and I was still irked about missing Big Creek at Russell.  So in May, 2011 I went back to the Kansas and Colorado border region to fill gaps about the Smoky Hill and Landsman Hill.
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This map goes from Cedar Bluff reservoir in western Kansas to Limon, Colorado (as a fairly well known reference point on the way to Denver via I-70) but the Smoky Hill River can’t get farther west than Landsman Hill, only 25 miles into Colorado.  Although I use solid blue lines for the north and south branches of the Smoky Hill, that doesn’t mean any water will be found there except right after a good rain.

In the Spring of 2011 I just had to see the western-most stretches of the Smoky Hill.  So I picked a day when all seemed right and off I went to see what I could find.


The day was May 26, 2011.  There had been a series of rain showers in eastern Colorado for 3 or more days followed by a clear day on May 25.  I thought the dirt county roads would be dry enough for my Buick and there might still be surface water from the rains.  That’s just what I found.


There is about a 15-mile gap from my last photo west of Russell Springs in October, 2010 to the first photos below from near the Kansas-Colorado border.  We are missing lots of photos of dry stream beds in that gap, but enough is enough.  My relevant GPS track for this May 26, 2011 trip is the green line in the map above.  All the photos are of the south fork of the Smoky.  In retrospect, at one point north of Cheyenne Wells I could have very easily gone to the north fork on US 385.  Oh, well.  I’ll presume its dry stream bed is much like that of the south fork.  If you learn differently, please let me know.
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Still in Kansas but just a mile from the Colorado border, my last Kansas photos of the Smoky Hill were taken at the red circle.  This happens to be exactly south of Mt. Sunflower (the highest point in Kansas at 4,039 ft, unless it’s 4,025 or 4,055 ft.) so I visited the mount (at the green knob just above the top of this red circle).  My GPS gave a longitude of Mt. Sunflower as 102° 2.233’ west; the border is 102° 3’ west (that 3’ is from a surveying error back when).  I figure the distance from the summit of Mt. Sunflower to the border is 1/2 mile.


  Here are the last photos of the Smoky Hill river bed just before it enters Colorado.

The dry, sandy Wallace County road made quite a contrast to the dire warning of what awaited me at the low spot in the distance.  Nevertheless, I felt that the blue sky was a good omen for at least the next few minutes and I continued on to the dangerous low spot. 


At that lowest point of the road the view to the east into Greater Kansas (shown here) clearly showed the dry stream bed with banks cut steeply by the roaring torrents when raging away from the camera’s position.


The river’s course to the west was less dramatic and was more a collection of meandering courses with no single, steep-banked bed as in this photo.  The culvert under the road funnels the water coming from the west into a well-defined channel seen here.

I lost my nerve and raced the car to higher ground without further study.  It was now time to get on the higher ground of Colorado.

The Smoky Hill in Colorado
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I skipped over the dry stream bed between Mt. Sunflower and US 385 north of Cheyenne Wells, so my first encounter with the Smoky Hill River in Colorado was on US 385 five miles north of Cheyenne Wells. 


At the right-hand red circle on the map, the view east toward Kansas again shows a definite stream bed with steep banks cut by raging waters.


This part of the world must get more heavy rains that the region around Russell Springs, KS because the stream bed is much larger and better defined.  Yet water apparently is not retained as well because there are no trees to mark the stream bed’s path.  Based on the nature of the county roads here and there, the soil here may be more sandy and water may not be retained as well.  This soil might be less encouraging to trees.  It had rained here two days earlier but there were few places where you could tell.


Note the concrete at the bottom of the photo that is part of the culvert under the road to again force the Smoky into a small channel.


From the same spot as for the previous photo but now looking to the west into Colorado, the stream bed had no such well defined shape.  It is widened and narrowed, meandering all but aimlessly (but of course downhill, ever so slightly).  


The left red circle contains two locations only a mile apart where county roads crossed the Smoky Hill River as far west as I could go and still find the river.  Colorado county roads still follow the usual pattern to make sections one mile square, but roads don’t exist around every square in this sparsely populated region.  The road I was on to make the green GPS track headed west suddenly stopped short of Landsman Hill.  As far as I can tell, there is no road over Landsman Hill itself, for example.

At my next-to-last Smoky Hill spotting, the stream bed was somewhat fuzzy from the grasses that grew well with the extra watering.  We are looking upstream in this photo and again the entire Smoky Hill is forced into a culvert to pass under the road.  The bed is fairly broad and the banks are grassy.


From this same spot but across the road, you see in the right-hand photo the downstream part of the Smoky Hill culvert and water standing from the rains.  That’s a slightly higher farm pond in the background.  There was no running water two days after the last rain.  If there had been running water, it would have been running to the left in this photo…


…and into the marshy area shown below.  You can trace the stream bed in the top-center of the photo as it and some trees wind their way toward Kansas.
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And finally, here are the last (or are they the first?) photos of the Smoky Hill River as far to the west as I could trace it.  This is the south fork and the north fork starts another 10 miles to the west, but I just thought this was good enough.  Besides, travelers of the Smoky Hill Trail back in the mid-1800s found the south fork to be the more reliable source of water west of Russell Springs so I’ll grasp onto that for rationale (instead of the truth that I was getting tired and had a lot more driving yet to go that day).

Below on the left is a cultivated field so level it is hard to say there is a river through it.  Yet that culvert marks a low spot where a broad fan of water off the field is guided toward Kansas.  On the right is the view across the road and the culvert has discharged in a more concentrated stream and a river bed begins.  (Those trees in the background seem to the same as those the previous page, but closer!  Beware of zoom lenses and cropping with expansion.  Trees may be farther away than they seem.)
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So this is how the Smoky Hill River begins farthest west -- with a whimper in a field.  This water in Colorado can reach Kansas only rarely, if at all.  Pioneers who followed the Smoky Hill across western Kansas and into Colorado weren’t following a continuous stream flowing from Colorado through Kansas.  They skipped from one intermitted stretch to another, each formed by recent local rains or seepage into low spots.  Many came to a long, lethal dry stretch and died of thirst. 
Landsman Hill
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I really wanted to see Landsman Hill.  It is most important to several rivers, including the Smoky.  Rain that falls on its east side flows east into the south fork of the Smoky Hill.  Rain that falls on its north side goes either into the north fork of the Smoky, the Republic River (that meets the Smoky in Junction City!), or the Platte River.  Rains that falls on the south side join the Arkansas River (that started back in the Rocky Mountains).  So this hill is quite a local divide of the waters.  Rain and snow melt probably never get into these rivers, but there are continuous stream beds with intermittent waters all the way from Landsman Hill to the Missouri or Mississippi Rivers where the rivers end up.


County roads avoid this high spot but I could drive 4 miles west of where those last photos were taken.  This left me at least 2.5 miles southeast of Landsman Hill (perhaps 3 miles).  I hoped that the land would be flat enough to let me see the higher portions of the hill.  But it was not to be.


The hill’s elevation is 4,652 ft.  My elevation at the western-most point of the green GPS track was 4,474 ft.  The hill was, say, 200 ft. higher than me.  If the earth were a nice sphere, the horizon would have been 3 miles away and something of Landsman Hill would have been visible.  But Colorado isn’t perfectly smooth out there.  It’s not even as “flat” as it is 20 miles to the east.  The land rolls into long, gentle hills that go high enough near to and over that road I was on to prevent me seeing more than a couple of miles.  I doubt that I saw anything of Landsman Hill.  If it was just another of those rolling hills, only slightly higher, then I could never have picked it out as more important than the others.
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These photos show what I saw when somewhat near Landsman Hill.  On the left the car is pointed north and is about as close to Landsman Hill as I could get.  The hill must be in the direction of the photo on the right.  Without stereo photos you can’t quite see how rolling the land was and that their heights made the horizon fairly close (there are wide-angle photos).


I could have driven more on the available roads to try different approaches to Landsman Hill, but I had other things to do this day.  So I gave it this one shot and learned about the nature of the land in this region, but probably saw nothing of Landsman Hill.

After I got home, I felt rather bad about this feeble attempt.  I wished I had an aerial view with a low angle perspective that you might get from a small plane flying west while over the Kansas-Colorado border.  The best approximation to that was build a topographic model out of cardboard layers and photograph it from a low angle (no more driving required!).  It only took a day because with 100 foot contour lines there are only 9 layers of cardboard to cover altitudes from 4100 ft. (bottom of this photo) through 4900 ft. (upper right of this photo).  Here’s the result.
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This is all inside Cheyenne County of Colorado.  You are in that low-flying plane headed west.  The scaled horizontal distance along County Road 34 is about 22 miles.


The layers of cardboard are cut on topographical lines every 100 feet apart vertically.  (For comparison, Coronado Heights is 300 ft. high.)  Even though each cardboard layer from poster board is rather thin, it is still 4 times too thick to put the vertical dimensions to the same scale as the horizontal.  While the vertical dimensions are exaggerated they still give a rather flat looking terrain.


The photos on the previous page were taken at the intersection of County Roads 34 and Z where there is a red dot (the upper one) on this model.  The low, rolling hills looking westward are lower than 100 ft. and cannot show up on a map of this scale.  The photos in the previous section were taken at the two red dots on road Z (the most westward “whimpering” source of the Smoky) and the single dot on 41(the dangerous flood zone).


The two forks of the Smoky are in blue but, as usual, that does not mean they are filled with water.  The earlier photos show their intermittent natures.  But their west-most reaches approach Landsman Hill and terminate (or rather, begin).  


Seeing this cardboard model from the vertical (as in the photo on the left), it’s clear that Landsman Hill is sort of a low-lying peninsula sticking out of the land that is progressively growing higher toward the west (above the 4,600 ft. red line.)  The land slopes upward toward the northwest, or upper-left.  (The three red dots on the right are on county road Z and are the same locations shown in the previous photo.)

Going in the north-south direction across the whole map, the hill is a high point and is a barrier to water trying to flow north or south.

The black arrows are my interpretation of where rain falling at those locations will flow.  Water near the eastern tip of the hill heads toward the south fork of the Smoky Hill.  Water on the north side of the hill adds to the north fork.


Water on the higher land farther north of Landsman Hill goes into either the Republican or Platte (not shown) headed toward Nebraska.  Water west or south of Landsman Hill eventually adds to the Arkansas River (not shown) that goes through Wichita before reaching the State of Arkansas.


Landsman Hill is quite a local dividing point.  It’s not as important or as famous as the Continental Divide, but it’s still a divide.  All of these waters end up in the Mississippi and eventually the Gulf of Mexico, but the different routes to that common end are set by Landsman Hill.

What Is the Source of the Smoky Hill River?


So I tracked the Smoky Hill from Junction City westward until it ran dry in western Kansas and then further into Colorado until you reach Landsman Hill about 25 miles west of the border with Kansas.  The Smoky doesn’t stand alone.  I photographed some of the tributaries and there are uncounted many more.  Here’s a bit of big-picture perspective on where water for the Smoky comes from. 

I found the map below showing that over the last 50 years the Smoky Hill has not been reliably flowing west of the Cedar Bluff Reservoir.  What I saw in late September 2010 fits into this 50-year pattern very well – the Smoky Hill has hardly any water in it close to or west of the Cedar Bluff reservoir.


I’ve used a heavy blue line for the Smoky Hill River to make it stand out, not to show that it has necessarily the largest flow of water.  In fact, the Solomon River has about the same flow rate as the Smoky Hill.


The Saline and Solomon rivers are the largest contributors to the Smoky Hill.  Big Creek is an important tributary out west but it is much smaller than the Saline and Solomon.  There are small tributaries too numerous to show.  

“CB” is the Cedar Bluff reservoir and “K” is Kanopolis.


Another map I find interesting shows the flow rates of major streams throughout Kansas.  The wider the blue line, the stronger the flow rate.  I won’t worry about the actual numbers here.

The large Missouri River is in the upper-right corner and is added to by the Kansas River at Kansas City.  The major contributors to the Kansas River are the Smoky Hill (having absorbed the Solomon and Saline rivers), the Republican, and the Big Blue (east of Junction City).


This map shows the sudden growth of the Smoky Hill at Russell when Big Creek flows into it (red dot).


The Cedar Bluff reservoir is above the “ky” in “Smoky Hill.”

But finally, I’m declaring that…
	Water in the Smoky Hill River comes from rain and local snow melt within the borders of Kansas.



West of Hays the rains are skimpy and the Smoky Hill is too.  To the east of where the Big Creek joins the Smoky at Russell the combination can truly be called a river instead of just a creek.  More and more tributaries add to the Smoky Hill with each of the Saline and Solomon rivers almost doubling the size of Smoky.


The Smoky Hill ceases to exist when it merges with water coming from Nebraska in the Republican River.  The Republican River is shown as starting in Colorado (before a long excursion into Nebraska), but I suspect the Colorado section transports no more water than the Smoky Hill does in Colorado.  Indeed, from the web I read that the river really starts in Dundy County in the southwest corner of Nebraska.  Satellite photos from Haigler, Nebraska eastward to Swanson Lake show a stream bed resembling the Smoky Hill’s in western Kansas – dry.

     But just how does flowing water way out west get and stay in the Smoky Hill River?



With these sketches I’ve tried to show the cross section of a river under different conditions.  In the first sketch is a rare moment of equilibrium.  The river’s level is the same as the adjacent level of soil/rock that is saturated with water (the water table).  The soil/rock above this level is likely to be moist but almost dry relative to the saturated layer.  Some bedrock impermeable to water supports the saturated layer and prevents the water from going to even lower realms.  At such a time a well doesn’t need to be very deep to reach water.


If there is enough rain or snow melt, the top layer (previously only moist) becomes saturated itself and the water table rises.  Rain water and subsurface flow from above the river raises the river’s level.  The river water is swept away downstream and must be replenished by upstream water or the river bed goes dry.  Too much rain and the water table can be raised above the surface of cities and farms causing a flood.


During a drought the river keeps channeling any water in it away and the water table goes lower.  In this figure, the river hasn’t gone dry yet, but water flows in the river bed and seeps into the ground toward the low water table.  If the drought continues, this river will go dry.  The well can’t find any water unless it is drilled deeper.

This sketch might represent the situation where a mere trickle (1/3 cubic foot per second) of water I found entering the Cedar Bluff Reservoir.


A persistent drought leads to a dry river bed.  The water table is too low for any water to show on the ground’s surface.  But the roots of trees might still reach down far enough to reach the water, so a line of trees marks a river bed even when there is no water in the river bed for extended periods of time.  My last photos from western Kansas show such stretches of trees lining the dry bed.


The top sketch might represent the Smoky Hill in central Kansas during times when there is a “normal” amount of water flowing.  As you move further west into drier sections of Kansas, the third figure becomes more common until the river is dry and the water table is flat and below the river bed (bottom sketch).  Taking this trek in reverse, to the east, you start with a dry stream bed and then encounter more and more water as you go.

A historical note about the Smoky Hill in far western Kansas (Fort Wallace) is in “Trails of the Smoky Hill” by Wayne C. Lee and Howard C. Raynesford, 1980.  It’s note 23 on page 73.  In 1930 a new resident out there could see three depressions where wells had been dug.  “The wells were about 16 to 20 feet square and were lined with timbers standing upright.  The wells were necessary because the Smoky Hill was dry through much of the season here.  However, the water level was only a few feet below the dry river bed, so the wells were shallow.”

     In the same book (p. 68) they comment that in western Kansas in the mid-1800s close to the Colorado border "Even in dry seasons there was usually water to be had by digging in the sand in the bed of the South Fork."  So while there may no surface water, you and trees might not need to go thirsty if you drill into the ground.


With a good rain, a dry river bed can gain water through surface runoff and some lingering subsurface flow (second sketch).  Rains away from the Smoky Hill might still add to the Smoky’s flow rate if the rains feed a tributary.  The collection of all the tributaries form the basin of the Smoky Hill.  Below is what seems to be the official basin of the Smoky.  It includes the Saline River that parallels the Smoky, but does not include the drainage areas of the Soloman and Republican rivers.  

The Colorado border is on the left edge of this map.  The Smoky is shown crossing the border and tributaries (in violet) start joining it in the next county to the east.  This shows a big tributary joining just west of the Cedar Bluff Reservoir but I can’t identify such a thing with more detailed maps (although they show a large number of minor tributaries).  The Big Creek joins the Smoky south of Russell, KS just southwest of Wilson Lake.  That’s the Saline River going through Wilson Lake and joining the Smoky at Salina.  The Soloman and Republican rivers aren’t shown as part of the basin but they come in from the north (to the east of Salina) and merge with the Smoky.      [image: image32.jpg]40 Miles
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     You can learn more about the Smoky Hill-Saline river basin than you knew there is to know at http://knol.google.com/k/eric-clausen/saline-river-smoky-hill-river-drainage/24pd5mzz859tp/254# .


So rain and snow melt within this nearly rectangular basin contribute to the Smoky Hill and Saline rivers.  I haven’t got the patience to even attempt to count the number of little tributaries shown on detailed county maps of this region.  Most are normally dry but when there is rain or snow they guide water to the Smoky.


The area of the Smoky Hill and Saline basin shown above is 12,229 square miles, 8,810 square miles of which feed the Smoky directly.  If you include the area that drains into the Solomon and Republican rivers, the entire drainage basin has about 20,000 square miles.

Speaking of rainfall, here are average annual amounts across Kansas.  Out west “RS” is Russell Springs with an annual rain fall in the upper teens of inches.


Cedar Bluff, Hays, and Russell get rain in the low 20 inches.  This grows to about 30 inches at Salina (I’ve read 27 some place) and the low 30s at Junction City.


These averages are none too high but there are those storms now and then to fill rivers with more than they can hold.  In May through July of 1951, Salina got 28 inches of rain (a year’s amount in ¼ of a year) and this was the pattern west of Salina and east into Missouri.  Add on to this the fact that Kanopolis was nearly full of water before these rains so it couldn’t absorb any of the rains and much of its “old” water was released toward Salina to make room for the “new” rain water coming into it.  Under such conditions, erosion will widen channels and reshape Monument Rocks.  

The Smoky Hill River’s Gradient



Kansas is popularly held to be a flat state so how does this affect the flow of water in rivers like the Smoky Hill?


It’s true that there are no mountains in Kansas worthy of the name, but the state is not a cookie sheet either.  There is a slope from the western border down to the eastern border with a maximum drop from 4039 ft. (1231 m) to 679 ft. (107 m).  That’s a drop of 3360 ft. in 417 miles, giving an average slope of 0.0153% or 0.551 inch per yard or 1.53 cm per meter.

For the span of the Smoky Hill River from Cedar Bluff to Junction City, the drop in elevation is 1092 ft (from my GPS) over an east-west line about 166 miles long.  The average slope for this “active” portion of the Smoky is 6.5 feet per mile, 0.125%.


The distance from Russell Springs (which includes a “steep” section just east of Russell Springs) to Junction City, roughly following the Smoky, is about 227 miles (ignoring the relatively small meanderings).  The elevation drop is about 1833 feet, so the average slope is 8.07 feet per mile, or 0.153%, ten times the average slope across the whole state.

How does this compare with the Mississippi River?  Here are the basic facts about this massive river.


The headwaters are at Lake Itasca in Minnesota where the elevation is 1475 ft.



It meanders as it flows for 2,300 miles, but the north-south distance to the Gulf of Mexico is about 1200 miles.



The average slope is 1.23 feet per mile, 0.00233% or 0.00280 inch per foot.


This means that the Smoky Hill River in “flat” Kansas is more than 10 times steeper than the Mississippi.


[image: image33]

This graph shows my detailed GPS readings for elevations of the Smoky Hill River from Russell Springs (left end) to Junction City (right end).  

The sudden drop in elevation from Monument Rocks to west of Cedar Bluff seems to be real.  I had two GPSs running independently and they both agree about this sudden change.  I also compared these GPS readings with elevations of nearby towns and found that Colby (just north of Monument Rocks) does indeed seem to be situated higher than you’d expect from a steady gradient.

From the outlet of the Cedar Bluff Reservoir on to Junction City, the gradient is close to constant but more accurately it has this parabolic expression:




Elevation (feet) = 2525 – 9.374 D + 0.0127 D2 ,

with the elevation in feet and the distance D in miles from Russell Springs (ranging from 57 to 227 miles).  The D2 term is a small fraction (7%) of the D term out west but grows to 30% of the D term by the time you reach Junction City.  The gradient is steeper out west and flattens in the east.


The expression for the gradient in feet per mile over this section of the Smoky is -9.374 + 0.0254 D .


Now you know.
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		Smoky Hill River

		Slope

		Location		Distance East from Previous		Cumulative Distance East		Altitude		Feet per Mile

		J3A Russell Springs		0.0		0.0		2890

		I6 Monument Rocks		24.2		24.2		2578		12.9

		H8 DRY		5.0		29.2		2270		61.6

		H7 Cedar Bluff WWW		5.0		34.2		2200		14.0

		H6 Cedar Bluff WW		2.0		36.2		2197		1.5

		H5 Cedar Bluff W		3.0		39.2		2193		1.3

		H4A Cedar Bluff inlet		4.0		43.2		2149		11.0

		H2 CedarBluff E		10.1		53.3		2066		8.2

		H1 Cedar Bluff EE		3.7		57.0		2036		8.1

		G4 Hays SW		4.0		61.0		1982		13.5

		G3 Hays S		13.0		74.0		1900		6.3

		F4 Russell S		25.1		99.1		1720		7.2

		E4 Ellsworth		33.6		132.7		1520		6.0

		E3West Kanopolis inlet		5.8		138.5		1485		6.0		SE Diagonal

		E1 Kanopolis outlet		11.1		149.6		1400		7.7		SE Diagonal

		D2 Marquette		7.5		157.1		1360		5.3

		D1 Lindsborg		8.5		165.6		1335		2.9		NE Diagonal

		C8 Bridgeport		5.3		170.9		1300		6.6

		C7 Assaria		3.9		174.8		1272		7.2		Northward

		C6 Salina S		6.0		180.8		1220		8.7

		C2 Salina E		3.5		184.3		1210		2.9

		C13 Salina NE		7.2		191.5		1200		1.4

		B5 Soloman		4.3		195.8		1158		9.8

		B4 Abilene W		4.5		200.3		1144		3.1

		B3 Abilene S		3.9		204.2		1138		1.5

		B2 Enterprise		5.1		209.3		1120		3.5

		B1 Chapman		5.2		214.5		1095		4.8

		A4 Junction City W		3.0		217.5		1090		1.7

		A3 Junction City S.		5.8		223.3		1075		2.6

		A1 Junction City		3.5		226.8		1057		5.1

		AVERAGE								8.1

										0.153%

		Elevations from the web

		Russell Springs		2966		All agree with my GPS readings

		Oakley		3064

		Monument Rocks		2600

		Cedar Bluff Reservoir		2140
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