Who says you
need a car
to explore

Illinais’ rivers

by boat? One

local paddler
used his
folding kayak
and a Metra
schedule
totakea
memorable
trip down the
Fox River.

By Ted Villaire
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fg 5 en [eet above my head, a single swal-

low twirled through the air, dipping
down every so often to skim the water in

- tront of my kayak. After spraying a bit of

water along the surface, the little bird flapped lever-
ishly (o regain its former position above my head and
start the process again. Getting a drink of water on a
warm summer day never looked so fun.

I was paddling a dozen miles on the Fox River. I
decided to launch in Elgin and pull out downriver in
Geneva because both cities contain Metra stations,
allowing access to and from the river with my 13-
[oot folding kayak, which stulls into a large backpack
weighing about 45 pounds with all the necessary gear.

The Fox is a wide, slow-moving river. Multiple
dams keep the water moving at a sluggish pace, often
creating the [eel ol a long lake rather than a moving
river. Some paddlers find lazy rivers like the Fox bor-
ing because the only navigational imperative 1s to keep
vourselt from drifting into the private docks and col-
liding with the occasional motorboat whizzing past. As
someone who paddles mostly narrow, fast rivers that
run through woods and countryside, T was surprised
by how much [ enjoyed the Foxs calm, sicady ow. It
provided an opportunity to decelerate, let my thoughts
wander and enjoy a day ol dawdling.

FIRST PORTAGE smooth and short

My lazy river momentarily vanished when the wind
picked up, causing small waves to splash over my
kayak’s bow. The wind blew north while the river
flowed south, canceling each other out. When I

stopped paddling, I remained stationary or started

drifting toward shore. The wind relented as 1 ap-
proached the first portage.

To get around the eight-foot dam in South Elgin, I
pulled the boat up a small, rocky embankment, over
a guard railing, and then dragged the kayak 75 yards
through Panton Mill Park. After lounging in the park
and filling up my water bottle, I rejoined the river and
soon glided past another park
collection of old trolley cars on display at the Fox River

this one conlaining a

Trolley Muscum. A steady stream of cyclists cruised
up and down the Fox River Trail.

The current quickened as the river threaded its way
around a cluster of islands, most ol them wooded.
One was just a sandbar where someone had installed
a birdhouse high on a steel pole. Alier passing through
the supports for a pedestrian bridge for the Fox River
Trail, the river ran between two lorest preserves. Red
oak, silver maple and occasional willow trees decorate
the banks of John J. Duerr Forest Preserve on the right
and Tekakwitha Woods on the left. Kingfishers chat-
tered [rom nearby branches, turtles plopped off logs
and patches of tiger lilies grew on islands mostly cov-
ered with floodplain forest.

TFrom where the river makes its famous hair-
pin turn, the banks intermittently expanded and
contracted for the next four miles to St. Charles.
Wooded blufls accompanied the river for much of
the way. When the woods receded, river houses sat
shoulder to shoulder, often with inviting waterside
decks and nearby motorboats perched on metal
stands. For the moment, | was relieved that the huge
flect of ski boats and beer boats sal idle along the
shore. At Norris Woods Nature Preserve, a sandy




patch of shoreline in the shade of silver maples of-
fered a good location to take a break (rom the river,
stretch my legs and eat lunch.

SECOND PORTAGE long and complicated

It was heading toward late aficrnoon when I returned to
the river only to discover the motorboats were alive and
well, and now using the river as a drag stip. A couple
of the boats hauled kids around in big inflatable donuts;
others were out scouting lishing or swimming spots; and
some boaters were simply joyriding the length of the
river. Within this last category, the most puzzling develop-
ment was the guy on the WaveRunner who passed me
at five-minute intervals, throttle fully open, the engine
screaming, He sped downriver and then headed back up,
down and then back, again and again.

Arriving in St. Charles, a big paddleboat containing
two decks of passengers rumbled upstream. I pulled my
kayak out of the water at the back door of the St. Charles
Police Department—about 50 yards before the 10-foot
drop of the dam that marked my second and final por-
tage. Rising up next to the dam is an Art Deco-style white
marble municipal building with an 84-foot octagonal
tower. A quick glance downriver revealed that a construc-
tion project next to the municipal building prevented ac-
cess to the regular launch site just below the dam.

After seeking advice [rom the police department
staff, I scouted an alternative put-in that required a
half-mile walk downstream. Hauling my fully assem-
bled boat that distance would be grueling. The steady
wind would have made it exceptionally awkward to
carry it on the narrow sidewalks and across Highway
64, which was mind-bogglingly busy with afternoon

commuter traffic. Fortunatcly, folding kayaks shine in
situations like this. In 10 minutes, I knocked the boat
down, stuffed it in its backpack and started walking to
the new launch site.

No surprise that the river grows quiet between St.
Charles and Geneva—the distance ol less than two
miles between the dams in each town means fewer
homes and fewer people using the waterway. Water
hirds seemed to prefer this serene stretch of river. Her-
ons appeared more [requently, as did geese and ducks;
cormorants showed up for the first ime, and I'm near-
ly certain an osprey, rarely seen in the region, briefly
soared overhead.

This small slice of the Fox proved to be more wel-
coming than I expected. I thought I'd quickly grow
impatient with the river’s lackadaisical progression.
Instead, it allowed me to lully relax while watching
tree branches brush the surface of the water and
listening to fish jump on the opposite shore. A slow
river leaves more time to feel the pull of the water
as it gently carries you downstream, around bend
alier bend, over ripples, crosscurrents and eddies.
In Geneva, 12 miles of casygoing paddling behind
me, it was time to disembark for the day. Returning
the boat to its bag, 1 strapped it on my back and
started a one-mile walk Lo the Geneva Melra station
to catch a train back to the city. @

Ted Villaire's book, "60 Hikes within 50 Miles: Chicaga,” is
avaiiable in its second edition. Villaire is also the author of
the forthcoming books from FalconGuides Press: "Camping li-
linois,” "Rail Trails Minois,” "Road Biking Mlinois” and "Best Bike
Rides Near Chirago.” Visit tedvillaire.com (o learn mare.

T
IF YOU GO

In some ways the Fox River is
a great option for beginning
paddlers: it’s wide, slow and
shallow, and numerous parks
offer spots where paddlers
can pull off. Not 5o great for
heginners are the frequent
portages around dams and the
number of motorboats. The
river's slow-moving current
allows for a type of paddling
trip unheard of on most rivers:
out-and-hack excursions.

RENT A BOAT

Geneva Kayak Center is
located at the take-out point
in Geneva; 34 North Bennett
Street, Geneva; 630-232-0320;
genevakayak.com. They'll pick
up and drop off boats for you.

KNOW THE DAMS
AND PORTAGE SPOTS
Openlands.org publishes

maps showing the dams and
portages. Local outfitters will
know if portages are clear.
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