


1923
Myron H. West, a city planner, recommends Springfield build a large lake northeast of the city on 
the Sangamon River to provide “an ample water supply for the rapidly increasing domestic needs, 
besides furnishing facilities for water sports and lakeside cottage sites.” West’s site recommenda-
tion is not based on engineering studies and he does not consider any other sites.

1926-1927
Burns & McDonnell Engineering makes “a careful investigation and inspection of all available and 
feasible sites . . . of the proposed Dam and Lake.” Of multiple locations considered—including 
the Sangamon River, the South Fork of the 
Sangamon River, and Sugar Creek—a site four 
miles southeast of Springfield in the Sugar 
Creek valley will be least expensive and most 
feasible. Against some opposition, Willis 
Spaulding is a strong proponent of the Sugar 
Creek site. 

1929
City petitions Illinois legislature to double the 
bonding authority of cities for water system 
improvements. This enables Springfield to is-
sue more than $2.5 million (about $40 million 
today) worth of bonds to finance construction 
of a new lake.

1930
In a June 24 referendum, voters approve City’s issuance of $2.5 million in lake bonds. At the time, 
City says half of the bonds will be repaid using water revenues and half using tax revenues. How-
ever, thanks to strong water revenues and assistance from such federal government Depression 

relief programs as the Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC) and 
Works Progress Administration
(WPA), CWLP will end up pay-
ing off 100% of the bonds with-
out having to raise water rates or 
use a single tax dollar.

1930-1933
City purchases 110 tracts of land 
(about 8,300 acres) needed for the
lake bed and marginal lands at an
average price of $109.05 per acre.
Many owners willingly sell land
to get out from under debt caused
by the Depression, but others are
reluctant. Probably the most resis-
tant is Leander Shoup, who has 

The history of Lake Springfield is inexorably tied to the history of Springfield and the desire of its 
citizens to provide for themselves a safe and adequate water supply. From the day in 1818 when 
John  Kelley settled his family on land that was to become Springfield through today, water has 
played a vital and often controversial role in the shaping of this community’s desires, expectations, 
and spirit.
 For the first 40 years of Springfield’s existence, water was a precious commodity. No central-
ized distribution system existed and residents had to rely for their water on personal wells and a
handful of public pumps around the town square. An 1857 Illinois State Register editorial branded 
Springfield’s insufficiency of water “the greatest drawback upon our city thus far. . . . If we had the 
necessary supply of water, we might occupy a front rank amongst manufacturing cities.”
 Later that same year, hope arose that this situation might change. A privately owned firm, the 

Springfield Water Works Company, was formed with 
the goal of digging artesian wells near the city’s east-
ern limits—around what is today Washington and 19th 
Streets. Unfortunately, in spite of strong financial sup-
port from the public and the City Council, the water 
works company failed, due largely to a lack of suitable 
quantities of groundwater within the Springfield city 
limits.
 The public’s dream of an abundant water supply did 
not die with the Springfield Water Works Company. In 
1860, the City Council purchased the defunct company 
and, in 1861, received a charter from the Secretary of 
State to build Springfield’s first municipal water works 
station along the banks of the Sangamon River. On 
July 1, 1868, the new $434,000 water works began
full-time operation.

 Over the next sixty years, the Sangamon River, 
in combination with a series of river valley wells the 
City began digging in 1912, served as Springfield’s 
water source. However, in spite of numerous expan-
sions and upgrades to the riverside water works station, 
by the early 1920s it had become evident to most that 
the supply of water available from the river would 
soon be insufficient to meet the growing community’s 
needs. City officials, along with members of a vocal 
public, began a long and often contentious struggle 

to try to determine how best to provide a
long-term, reliable water supply that would 
ensure the continued prosperity and health 
of the city far into the future.

Building Toward the Dream

The entrance to the Sangamon River Water 
Works was marked by this engraved stone, 
which now sits in front of the lakeside Water 
Purification Plant.

The original Sangamon River Water Works 
Station was built in 1868.

Building the Dream

Land clearing, as well as many other lake-related 
construction projects, was done by hundreds of local 
men and members of the federal government’s 
Civilian Conservation Corps, most of whom were 
paid about 50¢ an hour for their hard work. 

Buiding Spaulding Dam required two kinds of horsepower—four-
legged and motorized. To build the dam, “sheet piling was driven 
to rock or shale, and on top of the piling a concrete core wall was 
built to the proposed high-water lake level. The dam itself is earth, 
300 feet wide at the top.” (Illinois State Journal, July 12, 1935)

Over 20 groundwater wells, like this one being
built in 1924, were installed to supplement the
Sangamon River water supply.



to be escorted from his property by the sheriff and ten armed deputies. 
 Hundreds of out-of-work local laborers are hired—at 50¢ per hour—to help build dams, bridges 
and new power and water plants; lay roads, water mains, sewers and power lines; and clear 4,300 

acres of land needed for the 
lake bottom. The average cost 
to clear each acre is about $40. 
Also helping with these types 
of projects are members of the 
federal government’s CCC relief 
program.   

1933
Work on the main dam, dividing 
dam (at a low point between the 
Sugar Creek and Horse Creek 
valleys), and Vachel Lindsay 
Bridge begins in the spring. They 
are still incomplete when im-
pounding of water starts in 
December. The lake is expected 
to fill in seven months.

1934
Spaulding Dam, named after 
Commissioner Willis Spaulding, 

and the dividing dam are completed by June 7. The $488,000 ($7.8 million today) Spaulding 
Dam is a 1,700-foot-wide earthen dam with a concrete core wall. At the west end of the dam are 
five gates that raise and lower automatically to control the lake level.

1935
Due to the Dust Bowl drought, the lake 
takes nearly 18 months to fill. During 
this slow process, opponents of Willis
Spaulding call the lake Spaulding’s 
Folly and joke they could soak up all 
the water with sponges. Spaulding has 
the last laugh when, on May 2, the lake 
finally reaches full pool (560 feet above 
sea level) and the first water spills over 
the dam.
 The new lake has an average depth 
of 14 feet and a capacity of 21.4 billion 
gallons of water. It is 12 miles long and 
2 miles across at its widest point. It is be-
lieved to have sufficient capacity to meet 
the needs of 300,000 people, Springfield’s 
projected population in 1980.
 Once construction is completed over
the next few years, Lake Springfield and 
its marginal lands will boast two dams, six highway bridges, one railroad bridge, two beaches, a 
beach house, several public parks, boat docks and fishing piers, miles of scenic roadway, lake-
side cottages, a number of clubs and camps, a wildlife preserve, a nature garden, and a lakeshore 
power and water plant complex. City’s cost to build the lake and its “auxiliary public improve-
ments” will be $5.64 million (about $88.3 million today). 
 In July, City holds a three-day celebration to commemorate the completion of the lake and 
dedicate Spaulding Dam and Vachel Lindsay Memorial Bridge. The whites-only Lake Beach and 

the “colored” Bridgeview Beach (which 
lacks most amenities of Lake Beach) 
open. Admission to Lake Beach costs 
10¢ before 6 p.m. After 6 p.m., 20¢ is 
charged to help cover lighting costs.

1936
In March, construction of the new 
$427,000 ($6.8 million today) Lakeside 
Power Station is completed, and on
October 19, the new $450,000 ($7.2 
million today) Water Purification Plant 
begins operation.

Living the Dream
1942
Illinois National Guard builds a barracks near Spaulding Dam to house guardsmen charged 
with protecting the dam and bridge during World War II. Following the war, this structure will 
be expanded to serve as a naval reserve training center, which will eventually become CWLP’s 
Property Management Center.

1952
A report by the Illinois 
Water Survey Division 
says nearly 1 billion 
gallons of the lake’s 
capacity was lost to 
sedimentation from 
1935-1948, and recom-
mends City begin pro-
grams to encourage
soil conservation prac-
tices by watershed land-
owners and farmers to
slow future capacity 
loss due to erosion.
 Lake Springfield Beach is desegregated.

1952-1955
Springfield experiences a severe drought that, before ending, will cause Lake Springfield to drop 
more than 12.5 feet below full pool, reducing the lake’s capacity to about 7.4 billion gallons and 
seriously threatening operation of both the power and water plants.

1955
In April, CWLP completes construction of an earthen channel dam and pumping station at the 
South Fork of the Sangamon River, allowing supplemental water to be pumped from the South 
Fork to the lake.
    By July 15, heavy rains allow the lake to fill for the first time in three years and wash out the 
channel dam.

1956
A new concrete and 
iron channel dam and 
72 million gallon-per-
day (MGD) pumping 
station is completed 
on the South Fork. To 
meet growing demand 
and hedge against 
future drought, City 
begins studying the 
idea of building a 
second lake.

1965
Consulting engineers 
Crawford, Murphy 
and Tilly recommend 
building a new lake 
(dubbed Lake II) to 
provide a supplemen-

tal supply source for Lake Springfield. Over the coming years, public interest in building this 
new lake will ebb and flow.

1977
A State Water Survey report says 12.4% of Lake Springfield’s capacity has been lost to sedimen-
tation, decreasing the total capacity from over 21.4 billion to 18.5 billion gallons. 

1982
In early December, six 
inches of rain in 24 hours 
push Lake Springfield to a 
record 563.95 feet above sea 
level (almost 4 feet above 
full stage and 2 feet higher 
than ever before). Water sys-
tem pumps in the basement 
of Lakeside Power Station 
are saved from flooding by 
extensive sandbagging. The 
force of 20 billion gallons 
of water released to ease 
flooding causes $800,000 in 
damage to the dam spillway, 
75% of which will be cov-
ered by FEMA.

1985
A new State Water Survey
report says, due to 6.5 million tons of sediment accumulation, the lake’s storage capacity has 
dropped to 17 billion gallons, about 13% less than when the lake was new.

“Built to simulate a multiple arch bridge, [Vachel Lindsay Bridge] 
is, in reality, a series of cantilevers with heavy counter weighted 
abutments. Exclusive of the abutments, there are 11 spans making 
a structure 1,394 feet long and 34 feet wide.” (Lake Springfield: A 
Classic Municipal Enterprise, by Burns & McDonnell Engineering, 1936)

Over the course of three days in July 1935, ceremonies were 
held to dedicate the lake, Spaulding Dam (above), and 
Vachel Lindsay Bridge.

Lakeside
Power
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Spaulding Dam

The new lakeside electric and water plant complex, 1936.

This photograph of the new lakeside Naval Reserve Training Center appeared 
in the February 6, 1949, issue of the Illinios State Journal. Years later, CWLP 
would take over the facility to use as its Property Management Center.

1987-1990
CWLP undertakes a three-year, 
$7.8 million dredging project in the 
upper arms of Lake Springfield to 
remove over 3 million cubic yards of 
sediment and reclaim 652 million 
gallons of lost capacity.

1987-1989
Drought spurs the imposition of 
mandatory water conservation 
measures in 1988. CWLP begins dis-
tributing free water-saving devices to 
customers. Concern over the wa- ter 
supply reignites interest in Lake II. 
The City Council approves plans 
to move ahead with Lake II (now 
named Hunter Lake after former 
CWLP Commissioner John Hunter).
 The Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) approves CWLP’s Emergency Water 
Supply Plan, including plans to build two temporary dams on the Sangamon River, if needed, to 
temporarily supplement Lake Springfield. The drought ends in 1989 before the temporary dams 
become necessary.

1994
Heavy rainfall on April 11-12 raises 
the lake to 564.5 feet, 6 inches above 
the previous record, threatening 
the Lakeside pumping station and 
sending atrazine-laden topsoil from 
watershed farm fields into the lake. 
CWLP begins an aggressive carbon 
treatment program to keep atrazine 
levels in treated water at acceptable 
levels. CWLP’s work with local 
agencies and watershed farmers to 
adjust herbicide application programs 
and reduce the amount of atrazine 
runoff into the lake will ultimately 
prove so successful that, by 2004, 
atrazine in the raw lake water will be 
at negligible levels.

1998
In July, following the annual Ironhorse Triathlon, nearly 350 users of Lake Springfield come 
down with Leptospirosis, a bacterial disease. CWLP warns against swimming in the lake. The 
story makes national news. In spite of extensive testing, the source of the outbreak is never 
precisely determined.

1999
As a result of the Leptospirosis outbreak, CWLP begins regular sampling of the raw lake water 
to test for elevated levels of E. coli, which might indicate the presence of other harmful pathogens. 

2000
By May, due to months of low rainfall, the lake level is nearly six feet below full pool and 
would be much lower if not for the 2.1 billion gallons pumped from the South Fork since the 
beginning of the year. For the first time since 1988, the City Council restricts water use.

 As part of its overall emergency water 
supply plan, CWLP seeks a permit from the IEPA 
to build a pipeline to recycle up to 6 MGD of 
water from the ash ponds to the lake.
     Heavy rains in late June and early July end the 
drought. By July 12, the lake reaches full pool 
and water restrictions are lifted.
     The drought renews public interest in building 
Hunter Lake.

2002
Mother’s Day weekend flooding raises the lake 
to 561.8 feet. Once again, sandbagging protects 
the water system pumps in the Lakeside Power 
Station basement. 

2004
CWLP issues $11.4 
million in water rev-
enue bonds to finance 
needed upgrades to the 
water system, includ-
ing replacement of the 
five original Spaulding 
Dam gates, which have 
deteriorated to the point 
that optimum control 
of lake water levels is 
compromised.
 Although a new 
sedimentation study 
indicates the lake’s 
capacity has dropped 
to 16.7 billion gallons, 
the rate of capacity loss 
is slowing compared to 
the previous study.

2007
In November, a catastrophic explosion at the lakeside Dallman Power Station sends oil into the 
lake, forcing a months-long clean up effort. Quick action to isolate and recover the oil keeps the 
drinking water supply safe. 

2008
CWLP begins replacing the five 73-year-old Spaulding Dam gates. This project will be completed 
in December 2009.
 Controversy over whether or not to build Hunter Lake continues. IEPA holds a hearing on 
Hunter Lake permitting.

     Similar to national stud-
ies, tests show trace amounts 
of some pharmaceutical and 
personal care products in 
Lake Springfield’s raw and 
treated water samples. The 
EPA has no standards for 
pharmaceuticals in drinking 
water, but an IEPA analysis 
of the substances found in
Illinois waters indicates levels 
are so low they do not pose a 
public health concern.

2010
Lake Springfield turns 75 on 
May 2.

A permanent channel dam was installed on the South Fork of the 
Sangamon River in 1956 to provide supplemental water to Lake 
Springfield during periods of low rainfall. When raised, the dam 
forces water from the South Fork into a channel where a pumping 
station pumps the water into Lake Springfield.

Dredging equipment (shown above) removed 3 million cubic 
yards of sediment from the upper reaches of the lake in the 
late 1980s.

As in the mid-1950s, a drought in 2000 shriveled 
much of the lake to the size of its original creeks 
(background), leaving vegetation to flourish in 
the dried lake bed. 

During the Mother’s Day 2002 weekend, Springfield received 4.79 inches of 
rain, causing significant flooding and forcing the release of 14.7 million gallons 
of water, equal to 88% of Lake Springfield’s total volume, from the lake.

In the late 1980s, the IEPA approved a plan for CWLP to re-
route Sangamon River water to Lake Springfield should it be 
needed during a drought.

(left) Workers use blow 
torches to disassemble 
an old dam gate. A
temporary steel wall, 
seen behind the seated 
worker, has been erect-
ed to keep lake water 
from rushing through 
the dam opening during 
the gate replacement.

(right) The replace-
ment gate, including 
new hydraulic lifters, 
is in place and ready 
for operation.

The drought of 1952-55 reduced much of Lake Springfield to the size of the two 
creeks—Sugar and Lick—that were impounded to create the lake. This aerial 
view shows the old Route 66 bridge (now the I-55 bridge) passing over the 
junction of Sugar and Lick Creeks.



The Bounties of Nature
Willis Spaulding, a firm believer that “the bounties of nature 
belong to the people,” directed from the outset that any plans for 
development of Lake Springfield were to include plans for a 
variety of recreational and other public-use facilities. In his 
determination to ensure the aesthetic and recreational, as well as 
the functional, development of the new lake, Spaulding was something of a pioneer. Under his guidance, Lake Springfield became one of the nation’s few water 
supply reservoirs at the time to permit recreational activities of any kind.

 The lake was stocked with a variety of sport fish for fishing enthusiasts and a 5-mile race course for small pleasure craft was designed in the main 
basin south of Lindsay Bridge.
 Of the 4,300 acres of lake’s marginal land, approximately 2,270 were set aside for such public uses as parks, boat launches, fishing piers, a wildlife
sanctuary, two beaches and a multi-purpose beach house. As time went by, some of this acreage would also be leased to outside agencies and groups for

development of a memorial garden and nature center, a golf course, a zoo, an outdoor musical theater,
and a marina. An additional 310 acres of the marginal land was made available for lease by private 
clubs and camps, including the Girl Scout’s Camp Widjiwagan, one of the lake’s oldest tenants.
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