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Guide to 
Birding Sites 
Along the 
Illinois River Road
Whether you are looking for a casual Sunday 
afternoon in nature with your family or you are 
seeking to add that rare Hudsonian Godwit to your 
life list, the Illinois River Road is one of the most 
important birding areas in the Midwest! Eighty 
percent of the waterfowl that follow the Mississippi 
Flyway stop to rest and refuel in the backwater 
sloughs of the Illinois River. With more than 100 
miles of contiguous forests along the bluffs there are 
dozens of species of woodland warblers. Shorebirds 
stop off on their annual flights from the north 

shores of the Arctic to the southern tip of South America. From small county parks that harbor nesting 
vireos to one of the largest wetland restoration efforts in American history where hundreds of American 
White Pelicans feed, there is something here for birding novices and veterans alike!

This map is designed as an introduction to what the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway has to 
offer. For more information including an introduction to birding, downloadable bird lists, links to current 
events and festivals, more information on suggested driving routes, GPS coordinates, places to eat, sleep, 
rent canoes or bicycles, and links to detailed maps, please visit: www.illinoisriverroad.org 

Illinois River Road National 
Scenic Byway 
is a program of

Special Thanks to: Illinois Audubon Society and Peoria Audubon, Brian “Fox” Ellis, Thad Edmonds, Cindy Patterson, 
Jo Skoglund, Michael Quine, Jim Miller, Maury Brucker, Pete Fenner and Don Goerne.

This map was funded in part with a grant from the U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration.
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1. Starved Rock State Park

Routes 71 and 178, Utica - Starved Rock is one of the 
premier natural areas in the Midwest. There are 18 canyons 

cut by melting glaciers at the 
end of the ice age that sparkle 
seasonally with waterfalls 
or ice falls. 15 miles of trails 
traverse old growth forests 
and sandstone bluffs with 
an amazing diversity of trees 
and wildflowers. With more 
than 225 species, Starved 
Rock provides excellent 
birding year-round. Look 
for Louisiana Waterthrush, 
Scarlet Tanager, Pileated 
Woodpecker, and Brown 
Creeper. Bald Eagles 

congregate in the winter and fall warblers pass through 
in droves. The most productive sites are Point Shelter 
and Illinois Canyon at the east end along Route 71, the 
bottomland forest south of the main boat launch and picnic 
grounds west of the visitor’s center. The Illinois Waterway 
Visitor Center, across the river from Starved Rock, hosts 
guided hikes, nature programs and a museum.

2. Donnelley-DePue
 State Fish & Wildlife Area

Route 26, DePue - Located at the “Great Bend” of the 
Illinois River, this state wildlife area contains a variety of 
wetland habitats critical to migratory waterfowl. Frank 
C. Bellrose, world-
renown waterfowl expert, 
designated this area 
an important North 
American waterfowl 
migration corridor. 
Consequently, much of 
the 3,015-acre complex 
is managed for waterfowl 
feeding, nesting, resting, 
harvesting and viewing. 
Besides waterfowl, the site 
supports populations of 
American White Pelicans 
late in the summer and 
 Bald Eagles during the 
winter months.

Top Ten Birding Sites and Trails
3. Spring Lake
 State Fish & Wildlife Area

7982 South Park Road, Manito - Once the main channel of 
the Illinois River, Spring Lake is now geologically classified 
as a “meander scar,” an abandoned channel of the river. 
Guarded by a high sandstone bluff, this 1,946-acre site is 

one of the few areas where 
upland pine forests still 
exist along the river. Spring 
Lake has a total of 7.5 
miles of hiking trails spread 
over three different trail 
systems. Besides hiking, 
these trails are also great 
for studying birds, insects, 
and the diverse plant life. 
A great year-round birding 
destination, there are spring 
migrants and a variety of 
summer residents. Fall 
waterfowl-watchers will 

want to visit the numerous parking sites located along 18 
miles of shoreline.

4. Forest Park Nature Center

5809 Forest Park Drive, Peoria Heights - Seven miles of 
hiking trails traverse bluff forestland and a restored prairie 
through this designated 
state nature preserve. 
Over 100 woodland bird 
species use the park as 
migrants, winter visitors 
or year-round inhabitants. 
Hikers often encounter 
the resident wild turkeys 
or hear Barred Owls 
calling in the distance. 
The nature center’s bird 
feeding/watering station 
is always busy with 
Chickadees, Titmice, 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
and Downy Woodpecker, as well as warblers, vireos and 
other neotropical species, particularly during migrations. 
The Peoria Audubon Society meets here regularly. Please 
contact the nature center for a schedule of guided tours and 
environmental programs
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5. Banner Marsh

Route 24, Banner - Another Important Birding Area (IBA), 
this 4,363-acre complex of marshes, shallow lakes and 
deepwater habitat boasts over 100 bodies of water which 
serve as a major holding area for migrating waterfowl, 
Osprey, Bald Eagle, 
and Short-eared 
Owls as well as many 
songbirds - Gray 
Catbird, Common 
Yellowthroat, and 
American Goldfinch. 
American lotus, a 
striking native water 
lily, shows pastel-yellow blooms all summer long. Belted 
Kingfishers and nesting Wood Ducks are common. Look 
for the shy American Bittern migrating through along with 
Sandhill Cranes, terns, and gulls. The Least Bittern has 
been known to nest here, as has the King Rail. With four 
separate access points for Banner Marsh, Bell’s Landing is 
the best choice for birding.

6. Sanganois State Wildlife Area 

3594 CR 200 N, Chandlerville - With numerous floodplain 
lakes, sloughs, bottomland forests, both tallgrass prairie 
and sand prairie, this site offers incredible diversity within 
its 10,360 acres. The site is operated as a public hunting 
area, with fishing and boating. Northeast of the confluence 
of the Illinois and Sangamon Rivers, the rich, diverse 
ecology is a product of both of these streams. The prairie 
northwest of the park 
office is home to Northern 
Bobwhite, Dickcissel, 
Western Meadowlark, and 
Mourning Dove. Skim the 
many timbered ponds and 
sloughs along the levee road 
that travel west and south 
through the refuge looking 
for Prothonotary Warblers, 
Wood Ducks and herons.

Top Ten Birding Sites and Trails
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7. The Nature Conservancy 
 Emiquon Preserve

Route 78/97, Lewistown - TNC has embarked on one of 
the largest wetland 
restoration projects 
in the U.S. Beneath 
much of the 6,700 
acres of plowed 
cropland was a 
dormant seed bank 
of aquatic vegetation 
just waiting for a 
chance to emerge. 
The newly built 
boat ramp, board 
walks, hiking and 
canoe trails were 
designed to attract 
visitors just as re-
flooding Thompson 
Lake is attracting many of the region’s mammals, birds, 
butterflies, and fishes. Within months of flooding, the rare 
Black-necked Stilts began nesting. During spring and fall 
migrations the water is covered with tens of thousands of 
waterfowl, gulls, and terns. The prairie hosts Henslow’s and 
Grasshopper Sparrows, and the upland forests provides 
habitat to a range of woodpeckers and warblers. 

8. Rice Lake State Fish & Wildlife Area

Route 24, Canton - This officially-designated Important 
Birding Area (IBA), is a complex 
of wetland composed of 5,660 acres 
with shallow floodplain lakes and 
bottomland forest habitats. The forested 
areas, with mature stands of American 
elm, silver maple, cottonwood, 
and black willow, are a flutter with 
passerines in the spring. Check the 
expansive mudflat near the north 
boat launch for Great Blue Herons, 
egrets, gulls, and assorted plovers and 
sandpipers. There is also one of the 
largest, northernmost, bald cypress trees 
near the marina.
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9. Chautauqua National Wildlife Refuge

19031 E CR 2110N, Havana - This 4,480-acre U.S. Fish 
& Wildlife Service site has great diversity: oak-hickory 
and riparian forests, floodplain shrub, marsh, and open lake. 
Bald Eagles hunt the wetlands with a nesting pair returning 
most every year. Great Blue Heron, Great Egret, and Green 
Heron are common wading species. Woodland songbirds 
haunt the forests. For dedicated birders, the shorebird 
migration is a must see event. The pools are often managed 
to attract migrating plovers, sandpipers, godwits, other 
shorebirds and waterfowl during their biannual migration. 
Also look for Wood ducks, Prothonotary 
Warbler, Common Loon, grebes, swans, 
American White Pelicans, and Double-
crested Cormorants. Parts of the refuge 
are closed during the fall-winter waterfowl 
season. For information on access, stop at 
the refuge headquarters. Three observation 
decks (one with a mounted scope) are 
accessible from the Chautauqua Nature 
Trail, which winds through a black oak 
sand forest. The cross levee at Eagle Bluff 
Access area provides the most expansive 
view of the entire 4,488 acre refuge, another IBA.

10. Sue & Wes Dixon 
 Waterfowl Refuge at
 Hennepin & Hopper Lakes

Hennepin Farms Road and Route 26, Hennepin - The 
historic Illinois landscape of backwater lakes, wetlands, 
prairies, fens, and seeps now flourishes on former cornfields 
along the Illinois River. Virginia, King, and Sora Rails 
have all been sighted as have migrating Trumpeter Swans, 
Franklin’s gulls, Black Terns, Bald Eagles, and American 

White Pelicans. The Wetlands 
Initiative began the restoration 
of this lake and wet prairie 
in the spring of 2001 and the 
diversity of flowers, butterflies, 
birds and mammals has 
surprised even optimists. Now 
open to the public with a boat 
ramp, 30-foot viewing tower, 
and hiking trails, it was one of 
the first large-scale floodplain 
restoration projects along the 
Illinois River.

Top Ten Birding Sites and Trails
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BIRDING ETIQUETTE

While traveling the Illinois River Road enjoy the sights and sounds of our feathered friends but please keep 
these simple rules in mind:

•	 Please give the birds space. Stay back from nests or feeding birds. If birds are scared off the nest or chased 
away from their food, their lives could be in danger.

•	 Birders are quiet for a reason. Often you will hear a bird before you see it.
•	 Stay on paths and trails so you reduce disturbance to habitats. Be aware of local hunting seasons for your 

own safety.
•	 Be sure to pull well off the road to avoid an accident or better yet, park in designated spaces and enjoy a 

pleasant hike, bike ride or canoe trip!
•   Respect private property and be a good neighbor, putting litter in its place.

•   Take only pictures and leave only footprints; more than cliché, but a great way to 
travel the Illinois River Road!

(Adapted from the American Birding Association, for more information visit: www.aba.org)
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Seasonal Birding – Driving Trails

Spring Migrations
Ducks and geese come through in late winter, shorebirds 
breeze through in March, but the peak of songbird 
migration is late April through May. Woodland warblers, 
vireos, flycatchers, and an amazing array of rainbow-colored 
birds are all singing heartily!  A well planned weekend 
along one of these routes will reveal more than 100 species 
for those willing to get out of the car and hike through the 
forested bluffs, wander along the edge of wetlands, and scan 
the horizons of prairies.  

Suggested Routes: Plan to be in the forests along the river 
early in the morning! 

•	At	the	north	end	of	the	Illinois	River	Road,	start	your	
day with a hike at Starved Rock State Park (7), and then 
move on to Matthiessen State Park (8), ending your day 
at Illini State Park (1). 
On day two you could plan a bike ride along the I & M 
Canal (6) or walk the levee at Hennepin and Hopper 
Lakes (15). 

•	In	the	middle	of	the	Illinois	River	Road,	you	should	
start with a visit to Forest Park Nature Center (26). An 
avid hiker could follow the Pimiteoui Trail to Detweiller 
Park (25), and Robinson Park (23), with Singing Woods 
(21) and Camp Wokanda (22) providing the best views of 
woodland species. One could drive a similar route, as well. 
Another option would be to bike the Rock Island Trail 
(24). A second day could include a visit to Wightman 
Lake (17) before crossing the river at Lacon, driving 
down through Marshall State Fish & Wildlife Area (18), 
Woodford State Fish & Wildlife Area (19), with a stop 
at Mendenhall Road Wetland (35), or McNaughton Park 
(33). Or you could spend a day at Jubilee College State 
Park (27) and Wildlife Prairie State Park (28); both offer 
great spring birding along their prairie and forested trails.

•	At	the	south	end	of	the	Illinois	River	Road,	be	sure	to	
visit both the prairie above and the wetlands within The 
Nature Conservancy’s Emiquon Preserve (47), then cross 
the river to scan Chautauqua National Wildlife Refuge 
(46) and end with a hike at Sand Ridge State Forest (45). 
On day two tour through Rice Lake (44), Copperas Creek 
(42) and Banner Marsh (41). 

Summer Nesting Birds
Summer requires a more patient birder. You may not ratchet 
up a long list of species, but a leisurely stroll and an attentive 
eye might find a Pileated Woodpecker high in a sycamore, a 
family of colorful wood ducks hiding in the shadows as you 
paddle your canoe downstream, or a bald eagle carrying a 
fresh caught fish to feed its fledglings. Bring extra water and 
don’t be shy about bug spray. More than 200 species nest 
in Illinois; a well-planned day will reward you with many 
intimate photographic moments. 

Suggested Sites: Rather than race around the Illinois River 
Road, choose a site or two and count on quietly searching 
for the birds hiding on their nests. The truth is, every site on 
this map hosts nesting birds and deserves a visit, but here 
are few special sites and species worth the drive: 

•	The	Nature	Conservancy’s	Emiquon	Preserve	(47)	
hosts Black-necked Stilts that look like they are wearing 
tuxedos with hot pink leggings! Coots and rails can be 
found in the cattails.
•	Eagle	nests	are	visible	from	Route	26	both	north	and	
south of Lacon. 
•	Orchard	Orioles	have	been	known	to	nest	at	
Matthiessen State Park (8).
•	Acadian	Flycatchers	can	be	seen	feeding	young	at	
Miller-Anderson Woods Nature Preserve (14).
•	Bernadotte	Dam	on	the	Spoon	River	has	several	
hummingbird feeders and guarantees a close encounter of 
the Ruby-throated kind!

Each change of the seasons offers a different variety of birds and a different kind of birding 
experience. Some sights are good any time of the year and others are best for specific birds in 
specific seasons. Also note that different species of birds migrate north and south at different 
times, so there are several exceptional months of birding both spring and fall! 

See pages 7-10 for map/descriptions of numbered locations.
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Fall Migration
Bring your spotting scope and field guide for some serious 
birding! If the weather conditions are right and the prevailing 
winds are with you, you might see kettles of hawks riding 
thermals high above a prairie, there could be a dozen species 
of rare shorebirds resting on a mud flat, or you might look 
out on a backwater and see a raft of ten thousand snow geese, 
a bevy of Trumpeter Swans or a single Red-throated Loon 
singing it’s haunting song! The shorebirds come through in 
the last two weeks of August, with teal shortly thereafter, 
passerines in early September, then wave after wave of ducks 
throughout September and October, with the geese, grebes 
and loons passing through in November and December.

Suggested Routes: With waterfowl and shorebirds it is best 
to plan a driving route that includes a series of quick stops. 
Use this map to visit places that offer a good view of the river 
or a backwater lake; skim several sites and linger where there 
is a lot of activity. A spotting scope will bring distant birds 
up-close for easier identification. 

Starting at the south end of the Illinois River Road, plan a 
whistle-stop tour that begins at Sanganois State Wildlife 
Area (50), cross the bridge in Beardstown and head up to 
Anderson Lake (49), visit both The Nature Conservancy 
Emiquon Preserve (47) near Dickson Mounds and cross the 
river at Havana to scope out Chautauqua National Wildlife 
Area (46). A series of quick stops at Spring Lake (43) and 
Pekin Lake, then crossing the river again to head back down 
to Banner Marsh (41) and Rice Lake (44), will provide a 
fruitful day of bird watching.

Starting in Peoria, there are a number of overlooks on both 
sides of the river driving north on Route 29 and then coming 
back along Route 26. The Peoria Riverfront and Detweiller 
Park (25) offer good views of the Peoria Lakes. Stops along 
River Beach Road driving to Shore Acres (20) in Chillicothe, 
Marshall State Fish and Wildlife Area (18), Wightman Lake 
(17) in Sparland, the Henry waterfront and Miller-Anderson 
Woods (14) in Putnam will take you north. Cross the river 
at Hennepin to visit Hennepin and Hopper Lake’s viewing 
tower (15), then drive south with stops at both Marshall 
(18) and Woodford County Conservation Area (19), Lacon 
riverfront, the marina at East Port Public Boat ramp, and the 
East Peoria Riverfront Greenway (30).

At the northern end of the Illinois River Road, start at Illini 
State Park (1), visit Allen Park to scan the waterfront in 
Ottawa, swing through Starved Rock State Park (7), and then 
head over to the viewing tower at Hennepin and Hopper 
Lakes (15) before crossing the river to visit Donnelley-Depue 
State Fish and Wildlife Area (13).

Seasonal Birding – Driving Trails, continued
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Winter Eagles
Every winter hundreds of Bald Eagles from the northern 
Great Lakes migrate to Central Illinois to fish along the 
Illinois River. On successive weekends in January there are 
Eagle Festivals in Havana, Pekin, Peoria, and at Starved 
Rock State Park. If you had to choose one place, the Illinois 
Waterway Visitor Center across the river from Starved 
Rock has spotting scopes with excellent views of eagles. 
Other places you are fairly certain to see eagles include: 
River Beach Drive between Chillicothe and Peoria, Wesley 
Road north of Pekin, East Port Marina in East Peoria and 
The Nature Conservancy Emiquon Preserve near Dickson 
Mounds Museum.
 
Suggested Loops: Plan a weekend adventure driving a 
series of “figure eights” up one side of the Illinois River 
Road and down the other with stops at Starved Rock and 
the Illinois Waterway Visitor Center at the Lock and Dam 
and the riverfronts of Hennepin, Henry, Lacon, Chillicothe, 
Peoria, Pekin, London Mills and Havana. In birding there 
are no guarantees, but it would not be unusual to see 25- 
50 eagles in such a trip! Dress warm; bring binoculars and 
plenty of hot chocolate.

For more suggestions on driving loops and what birds to 
look for where, please visit: 

www.illinoisriverroad.org/Birding

Scan this code using the barcode reader 
on your smartphone to link to the 
Byway Birding Sites and Bird List pages 
on the Illinois River Road website.

(Check your app store to download a 
barcode reader. Data rates may apply.)
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Birding Sites
and Trails

WHILE BIRDING  near the Gateway 
and Portal communities of the Illinois 
River Road National Scenic Byway, carry 
your binoculars and field guides into the 
restaurants to review while you eat, and 
wear birding shirts and hats into the hotel 
or gas station. More than a conversation 
starter, this reminds clerks and waiters that 
birding has a concrete economic impact 
on the region. Be the spark that inspires 
another generation of birders and start 
conversations with locals who may inform 
you about the latest sightings!

The Illinois River Road Gateway and 
Portal communities support Birding and 
other programs to promote tourism and 
attract your business.

SEE FOLLOWING PAGES 
for details on each starred or circled site.
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