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Laketown or Rivertown?
Discovering the Colorado

Another Colorado
Jimmie Dale Gilmore

Down by the banks of the Colorado

My true love and | one night did lie

And we laughed and played and made fun
Of the entire world spinning around the sun
Down by the banks of the Colorado

There is another Colorado

Wise men have told me, wise women too
That | may find sweet El Dorado

Down by the banks of one sweet Colorado...



Texas Rivers and Roy Bedichek (1878-1959)

Chronicler of Texas Natural History. Walter Prescott Webb and J. Frank Dobie
arranged for him to spend a year before his retirement writing his first book at
Webb's Friday Mountain ranch, about sixteen miles southwest of Austin.

Adventures with a Texas Naturalist (1947)
Karankaway Country (1950)
posthumous The Sense of Smell (1960).

1947 1950 1960



Texas Rivers — Bedichek and Graves

From John Graves, Myself and Strangers

Journal entry Oct 4, 1955

Reading Bedichek, Adventures with a Texas Naturalist. A very pleasant
hodgepodge. | suppose all nature writers in English are influenced by the
same British models in terms of form — White’s Selbourne, Lord Grey, etc. —
which in some hands becomes license to have no form at all. Bedichek
shares many of my own prejudices against nature-destruction and
artificiality, but surely he needs to smile when he says that seeing the
vermilion flycatcher for the first time is a major event in one’s life. It might
even be true, but the smile would help.

Altogether, however, he is an even-tempered, sadly amused man of
intelligence, taking himself a little seriously, but don’t we all?




The Karankawa Country



Kardankaway Country

The Colorado and The Brazos

The two longest rivers in Texas empty in the
Karankaway Country only fifty miles apart. Their
drainage basins spread out to a width of 250 miles
to take in the very heart of the state, and finally
come again within shouting distance of each other
at their sources, six hundred miles as the crow flies
from the Gulf.

Each delivers an immense burden of silt; and
extensive impounding and hydroelectric
developments have been completed along their
courses, with others in progress, and much more on
paper. These are my reasons for selecting this
Karankaway Country for observation...



Sadly amusing?
Problem of river terminology — mouth, head, source

| think that ancient misnomer ‘mouth,” which we use to designate the place where a river empties, has
done the cause of conservation incalculable harm. Our river imagery is muddied at its source. We speak
of the head of a river, but there is no mouth in the head. That orifice in our curious anatomy is at the
other end. We speak of the source of a river, but a river has a thousand sources.

There is no better place than at the so-called ‘mouth’ of a diseased river to diagnose its ailment, for there
we find out what it is being fed, whether it is digesting what it is taking in, the condition of its circulatory
system, and whether or not its eliminations are normal. By the same token, there is generally no worse
place to begin the treatment of the disease after its nature is discovered. 233-4



Karankaway Country - Bedichek and Texas Rivers

Rivers intrigue me. | can sit on a log and look upon a flowing stream for an hour at a time without feeling
those twinges of conscience which come while idling in other environments.

River Ecology

The river is a living organism, or at least it presents characteristics so similar to those of a living organism
that to speak of it as such is more than mere metaphor. A river system is one of Nature’s units, and it must
be dealt with as such if it is to be dealt with successfully for serving human needs.



“Texas has ariver
unity which invites

unified treatment of
Texas rivers”




Bedichek, Texas Rivers and 19" Century Settlement

Texas rivers were once truly “rivers of life.” As long as Nature was in
control, each river system was nourished as an organism, and its business
was conducted for all, impartially, on a self-sustaining basis. 244

Stephen F. Austin describing the Colorado River near Bastrop 1821

“Tuesday, August 7 [1821]. Came to the Colorado River — poor, gravelly
ridges and near the river heavy pine timber, grapes in immense
guantities on low vines, red, large, and well flavored, good for Red wine.
The Colorado River is sometimes less than the Brazos, banks very high —
generally clear of overflow — bottom and banks gravelly, water very clear
and well tasted, current brisk, the river very much resembles Cumberland
River, except that there are no rocks and it is some larger.

WILLIAMSON
COUNTY

279

Bedichek — born 1878

“I have seen in my boyhood days the crown
and upper slopes of gentle hills, on which the
black soil is mixed with fragmented limestone,
produce ninety bushels of oats to the acre.
Now many of these slopes are all bleached out,
pale as death, and really dead in so far as
ability to support vegetable life is concerned.
Many old-timers have seen bale-to-the-acre
land in 1883 abandoned as worthless in 1903.”


http://www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/online/multimedia/docs/5.html

When was the City of Austin founded?





http://wwwdb.glo.state.tx.us/central/arcmaps/ArcMapsDetail.cfm?intCounter=88

Bedichek - Colorado River Raft

As settlements of whites pushed up these rivers, particularly
up the Colorado and its tributaries, slashing the timbre out of
the bottoms, tearing from the banks of streams the retarding
vegetation Nature had placed there for a purpose, leaving in
their greed from more land only a turnrow between
cultivated field and river brink — as these characteristic
pioneer activities got well under way, an ancient and
beneficent clogging of the river it its lower course, known as
the ‘Colorado River Raft,” became suddenly virulent.

— with the cultivation of the Colorado watershed and the
slashing out of the bottoms along the river, this raft grew to
enormous proportions, the head of it in 1929 extended forty-
five miles from the mouth.

Comer Clay, "The Colorado River Raft," Southwestern Historical
Quarterly 52 (April 1949).



Bedichek — The Brush/Cedar Problem

| hear landlord and lease holder discussing brush clearance and quoting the learned bulletins
of agricultural experimental stations, and when | see them readying the terrific machines for
action, | can imagine the debouchment areas of the Nueces and of other Texas rivers yawning
for the gargantuan mouthfuls of soil which have been detained in their place for the best part

of a century by invasion of the despised brush.
108



Brush, Soil, Rivers, and Watersheds

Ignorance of the conservation function of brush has hung like a pall of smoke over
popular thinking since remotest antiquity. Land stripped of forest or of grass seems
to know that nakedness is sin. It hastily grabs up anything within reach with which to
cover its shame. [Weeds, invading shrubs, vines]...Nature abhors an organic vacuum
as much as she does an inorganic one. 110

In spite of its cinema reputation, Texas is not tough, that is, ecologically. It is really a
tender land, and cannot stand the buffetings that certain other areas of the world
have endured and still support a human population in health and vigor. 278



Texas River Management — Flood Control by Dam!

It is @ mistake to assume that the big dams catching water from eroded and still eroding
watersheds store more than was stored n the days when natural forces detained rainfall in the
highlands and let it gradually leak away. Compared with the original uses to which rainfall on
Texas watersheds was put, big dams merely salvage rather than conserve. We have relocated the
reservoir and changed its character, each for the worse.

Under natural conditions, the whole expansive watershed was a giant sponge which was pressed
by gravity ever so gently, ever so steadily, to drain its life-giving contents...Floods came then as
now — ten, fifteen inches of rainfall in a day over limited space — but the soil, well covered, took
no pounding, and waterways were lined with vegetation with cushioned the assaults and tamed
the rage of plunging waters. 256

A river is not a colt to be “broken,” trained, stalled, and depended upon thereafter to do the will
of his master. It is eccentric, unaccountable, either has no law of behavior or often keeps it
secret from human investigators. Centuries, even, do not delimit its extremes. 244



Drought and Flood
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Figure 5. Block diagram representing geomorphic features thal alfect flood potential
in the Balcones Escarpment area. From Baker (1975, fig. 3).




Moisture Sources













H|St0r|C Droughts i[!11>!1‘;¢{o.'_< Hl«' width of the stream w here 7}“‘ man ! the

bathing suit is astride the whole channel of the river, as

In 1918, the whole current of the it flowed along the narrow furrow that it had cut in the silt.
river plowed a narrow furrow The stream at this point was about four feet wide.
through the silt above the dam,

and the channel was so narrow
that it was easy to hop across it at
one jump. At this time, the whole
discharge of the Colorado River was
only nine second-feet immediately
above the dam.

University of Texas Bulletin

No. 2439: October 15, 1924

SILTING OF THE LAKE AT AUSTIN, TEXAS

By

T. U, TAYLOR

ofessor of Civil Engineering




Historic Floods

More than 80 flood events have been recorded in the lower Colorado River basin since the 1800s. These
events range from isolated floods that affected local areas to basin-wide floods spawned by unusually
heavy rainfalls.

February 1843: In the earliest flood for which there is a written account, floodwaters cause the Colorado
River to crest at a stage of 36 feet at Austin.

July 1869: In what is considered to be the worst flood on record, the Colorado crests at 51 feet at Austin
and produces record crests of 60.3 feet at Bastrop, 56.7 feet at La Grange, 51.6 feet at Columbus, 51.9 feet
at Wharton and 56.1 feet at Bay City. Bastrop and La Grange are inundated.

Reports describe rainfall as incessant for 64 hours, the river at Austin more than 10 miles wide, and floating
buffalo carcasses in the river (indicating that some of the floodwaters originated in the High Plains).
Damage is estimated at $3 million.



April 1900: Flood destroyed the Austin Dam.

La Grange 1913

June 1913: Flooding over parts of Uvalde County. Montell received
20.6 inches of rain in 24 hours. Flood merged the mouths of the
Colorado and adjacent Brazos rivers, forming a lake 65 miles wide.

1915: Floodwaters from
storms in April and September
severely damage the second
Austin Dam, completed in
1912. The structure will lie
unrepaired for more than two
decades until it is rebuilt by
LCRA in the late 1930s.



September 1921 Flood

On September 9 and 10, 1921, the remnants of a hurricane moved over Williamson County. The center of the storm became
stationary over Thrall, dropping a storm total of 39.7 inches of rain in 36 hours.

The 24-hour rainfall total ending 7 AM on September 10, 1921 (38.2 inches) at a U.S. Weather Bureau station in Thrall.
Eighty-seven people drowned in and near Taylor, and 93 in Williamson County.
Current Record 24 hour total rainfall

On July 25, 1979 Tropical Storm Claudette stalled over Alvin and inundated the region with 45 inches in 42 hours. That total
included 43 inches in 24 hours, the maximum 24-hour rainfall in US history.




June 1935: Floodwaters from heavy Hill Country rains cause the Colorado River in Austin

to crest at 50 feet, one foot below the 1869 record. The river overwhelms the Congress

Avenue Bridge, cutting Austin in half. The Llano River rises to its highest recorded stage of
41% feet, streamflow 388,000 cfs.







September 1936: The 1936 flood was created by two major storms in summer and early fall totaling 51
inches over the watershed of the Concho River. Floodwaters from heavy rains throughout the basin pour
through the Colorado River at Austin for a 20-day period, cresting at 31.4 feet. Earlier, floodwaters from a
30-inch rain on the Concho River had washed away nearly 300 buildings in San Angelo.
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July 1938

Twenty inches of rain over 12 counties pour more
than 3 million acre-feet of floodwaters into newly
completed Lake Buchanan.

Rains of up to 25 inches over a 10-day period at the
storm’s center near Brady, upstream of the newly
completed Buchanan Dam.

LCRA opened 22 of Buchanan’s 37 floodgates (still a
record) to pass through the floodwaters.

Basinwide damages totaled roughly $39 million in
today’s dollars and left more than 4,000 homeless




Harnessing the River

The Lower Colorado River Authority

a multipurpose public agency instituted by the Texas legislature in 1934 as a conservation and reclamation
district with a statutory authority covering ten counties through which the Lower Texas Colorado River
flows. These counties extend from San Saba in Central Texas to Matagorda on the Gulf Coast.

Walter E. Long, Flood to Faucet (Austin: Steck, 1956)



The “Christmas Flood” of 1991 pushed Lake Travis to its all-time high elevation of 710.4 feet, about 4 feet
below the Mansfield Dam spillway.



Future Floods on the Colorado River

The lower Colorado basin has come close in recent years to
experiencing floods that would have rivaled those of the
1930s. Massive floods, such as those that devastated
communities along the Guadalupe River in 1998 and 2002,
could just as easily have occurred in the Colorado River, had
the storm’s center shifted only 85 miles northwest, into the
Hill Country.

A worse impact would have come from a storm like Tropical
Storm Allison, which swamped Houston in 2001 with rains of
up to 37 inches.

An LCRA study estimated that a Hill Country storm like
Allison would have forced LCRA to open all 24 of Mansfield
Dam’s floodgates — something that has never happened.
(The most that have been opened at one time was six,
during a 1957 flood.)

“The flood that occurred in summer 2007 was triggered by a
19-inch rain in the Marble Falls area,” LCRA Chief
Meteorologist Bob Rose noted.

“If that heavy a rain had fallen over a much wider area of
our watershed, it could have resulted in a catastrophic flood
approaching those of the 1930s. One day, such a flood will
occur, and its impact will be even more devastating to a
basin that is much more heavily populated and urbanized
than it was seven decades ago.”






September 2011



Drought Here To Stay, Could Last Another 15 Years, Says Texas A&M Expert
September 26, 2013

Despite recent rains, the historic Texas drought is still alive and well and about 93 percent of the state
remains in drought conditions ranging from dry to exceptionally dry, says a Texas A&M University expert.

John Nielsen-Gammon, professor of atmospheric sciences who also serves as State Climatologist, says, most
of Texas is still unusually dry and water levels are below normal.






Barton Creek — Austin City Limits Festival Flood Oct 13, 2013
Over a 12-hour period, the Barton Springs Area got 12.1 inches of rain and downtown Austin received 10.6 inches.

The deluge in Austin forced Austin City Limits Music Festival organizers to cancel the final day of the two-weekend event.



Halloween Flash Flood October 30-31, 2013

A typical, early fall, flood event occurred from the evening of October 30 through late afternoon on
October 31, 2013. There was widespread rainfall of 2-4 inches across portions of eight counties;
substantial areas of 6-10 inches across Hays, western Comal, and central Travis counties; and a bull’s-eye
of 12-14+ inches in a narrow swath from Wimberley to Driftwood.






Record flooding was measured at the USGS stream gage on Onion Creek at Highway 183 in Austin, Texas on
Halloween morning around 10 a.m.

The creek level was measured at 40.97 feet; 36 feet higher than normal levels.

The previous highest measurement of 38 feet occurred more than 90 years ago in 1921.
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2015
Central Texas
Flash Drought



Hidden Pines Fire
Tuesday October 13th, 2015 approx. 12:00 PM
4,582 Acres

© Bastrop Stories



El Nino
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LCRA adds 5 river gauges along Colorado River near Bastrop

AUSTIN (KXAN) — In order to improve flood preparedness along the Colorado River in Travis and
Bastrop county, the Lower Colorado River Authority is adding five new river gauges at the cost of
$300,000. Three of the new gauges will be installed between Austin and Bastrop, and two will be

placed between Bastrop and Smithville.



Austin, Texas
Population - Austin—MSA
1,990,593 (2015)



Austin Area Population Histories and Forecasts

City of Austin ~ Annualized City of Austin City of Austin ] Annualized ] Five Annualized
Total Area Growth Full Purpose  Limited Purpose Travis Growth County Growth
Year Population Rate Population Population County Rate MSA(1) Rate

1940 87,930 111,053 214,603
1950 132,459 4.2% 160,980 3.8% 256,645
1960 186,545 35% 212,136 2.8% 301,261
1970 251,808 3.0% 295,516 34% 398,938
1980 345,890 32% 419,573 36% 585,051
1990 465,622 3.0% 576,407 32% 846,227

2000 656,562 3.5% 639,185 17,377 812,280 3.5% 1,249,763
2001 669,693 2.0% 654,019 15,674 830,150 2.2% 1,314,344
2002 680,899 1.7% 667,705 13,194 844,263 1.7% 1,353,122
2003 687,708 1.0% 674,382 13,326 856,927 1.5% 1,382,675
2004 692,102 0.64% 678,769 13,333 874,065 2.00% 1,419,137
2005 700,407 1.20% 637,061 13,346 893,295 2.20% 1,464,563
2005 718,912 2.64% 707,952 10,960 920,544 3.05% 1,527,040
2007 735,088 2.25% 724 117 10,971 948,160 3.00% 1,592,590
2008 750,525 2.10% 739,543 10,982 978,976 3.25% 1,648,331
2009 774,037 3.13% 765,957 8,080 1,008,345 3.00% 1,706,022
2010 790,390 2.11% 777,953 12,437 1,024,266 1.58% 1,716,289
2011 812,025 2.74% 799,578 12,447 1,049,873 2.50% 1,763,487
2012 832,326 2.50% 819,666 12,459 1,076,119 2.50% 1,811,983
2013 855,215 2.75% 842,743 12472 1,108,403 3.00% 1,870,872
2014 878,733 2.75% 866,249 12,484 1,141,655 3.00% 1,930,740
2015 900,701 2.50% 888,204 12,497 1,173,051 2.75% 1,990,593
2016 920,967 2.25% 908,458 12,509 1,205,310 2.75% 2,050,311
2017 941,689 2.25% 929,167 12,522 1,238,456 2.75% 2,111,820
2018 960,523 2.00% 947,968 12,634 1,269,417 2.50% 2,175,175
2019 977,332 1.75% 964,785 12,647 1,301,152 2.50% 2,240,430
2020 991,992 1.50% 979,432 12,659 1,333,681 2.50% 2,307,643

2025 1,068,657 1.50% 1,056,038 12,618 1,508,938 2.50% 2,675,191
2030 1,151,247 1.50% 1,138,616 12,631 1,707,225 2.50% 3,063,825
2035 1,225,021 1.25% 1,212,378 12,644 1,908,127 2.25% 3,466,436
2040 1,287,510 1.00% 1,274,853 12,656 2,106,726 2.00% 3,921,955
2045 1,353,186 1.00% 1,340,517 12,669 2,269,543 1.50% 4,330,155

SOURCE: Ryvan Robinson, City Demographer, Department of Planning. City of Austin. January 2015.






