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Flood Control for the Missouri River Basin 

Missouri River basin. 

The Missouri River, the longest river in 

North America, drains two thirds of 

the Great Plains east of the Rocky 

Mountains including parts of 10 states 

and two Canadian provinces. Many 

cities with large population lie along 

the Missouri River including Kansas 

City and St. Louis. Dams have been 

built throughout the system in an 

attempt to control flooding on the 

Missouri. 

The Kansas River is one of the major tributaries of the Missouri. The Kansas and its tributaries drain more than 

60,000 square miles of land through Kansas, southern Nebraska, and eastern Colorado. The major tributaries 

of the Kansas River are the Republican, Big Blue, and Smoky Hill rivers. 

Throughout history the Kansas River Valley has experienced major flooding. Kansa and Osage villages along 

with some Indian missions were affected in the 1844 flood. The next major flood didn't occur until 1903. By this 

time many cities had been established along the river. This flood severely impacted the citizens of Manhattan, 

Topeka, Lawrence, and Kansas City. 

Kansas River system. 



The first official mention of building a dam near the mouth of the Big Blue River north of Manhattan occurred in 

1928. The stated purpose was flood control and conservation of water. No appropriations (provision of money) 

for building the dam were included, so the project stayed on the drawing board. In 1935 the Kansas River once 

again flooded. By this time the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers had become the lead federal flood control 

agency. The Corps recommended the building of seven dams and reservoirs throughout the Missouri River, 

including Tuttle Creek. These flood control dams would protect residents and businesses along the river as 

well as provide work for the hundreds of unemployed workers during the Great Depression. Still no money 

was appropriated. 

In 1944 the Pick-Sloan Plan of the Flood Control Act authorized a gigantic multipurpose civil works project for 

the Missouri River Basin which once again included Tuttle Creek. Without financial authorization from Congress 

the Corps drilled an exploratory core hole at the site that would eventually become the spillway area. 

The citizens of the Blue River Valley began their campaign to save their farms and way of life. Many of these 

families had lived in the valley for generations. They were Kansans who seldom became involved in political 

action or controversial issues. The prospect of a large reservoir, which would destroy some of the most fertile 

farm land in Kansas and the way of life for hundreds of families, influenced them to organize and take action. 

The catastrophic flood of 1951 was the beginning of the end for the Blue River Valley. 
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