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INTRODUCTION

The village of Aux Sable (see Figure 1) is located in rural Aux Sable Township, Grundy
County, Illinois, approximately five miles east of Morris, which serves as the county seat. The
name of the village and township come from Aux Sable Creek1, a large stream that flows through
portions of Kendall and Grundy counties before entering the Illinois River approximately one mile
south of the village. A better-known waterway passing through Aux Sable is the Illinois and
Michigan (I & M) Canal; opened in 1848, this manmade transportation corridor connected the
Great Lakes region with the Mississippi River Valley, via the city of Chicago. While referred to
here as a “village,” Aux Sable as it exists today barely meets hamlet status. There are no active
businesses and only a hand full of scattered houses. The village could be missed entirely were it
not for several notable canal-related structures that have survived there. The most impressive of
these is the aqueduct carrying the I & M Canal and towpath across Aux Sable Creek. Lying a
short distance west of the aqueduct is Lock No. 8 and its associated locktender’s residence, which
is one of only two such dwellings that have survived along the canal.2 The minimal structural
developments currently at Aux Sable belie the lively character the village presented ca. 1847-
1880. Although Aux Sable was never formally platted and had a relatively small population, it
served as a mercantile entrepot in the years immediately following the opening of the I & M canal
and later on developed into a rural industrial center with a distillery complex and several
sandstone quarries in operation. That portion of Aux Sable owned by the State of Illinois is
currently administered by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources as part of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal State Trail recreational area.

As part of a long-term project to inventory and evaluate historic archaeological sites
within the Illinois and Michigan State Trail, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources
requested that Fever River Research prepare an archaeological resource management plan for
Aux Sable. The stated goals of this project were to: (1) present an historical context for the
village site; (2) speculate as to the character and integrity of the archaeological resources within
the site; (3) identify research questions that the potential archaeological resources might provide
answers to; (4) make a preliminary assessment of the National Register eligibility of the village
site; and (5) make recommendations for the management of the archaeological resources there
(Mansberger 1999).3 Completing these tasks involved a combination of archival and documentary
research and limited archaeological fieldwork. The archival research was geared toward

1 Aux Sable is a French name meaning “on the sands” and was undoubtedly meant to reference the sandy bottom
land and adjacent sand ridges through which the creek passes.

2 The other surviving locktender’s house is located at Lock No. 6 in Channahon, Will County, Illinois.

3 For the purposes of the current research, the “village” of Aux Sable has been assigned the Illinois Archaeological
Survey site number 11GR236. The arbitrary site limits, as currently defined, extends north to Dellos Road, west to
the canal bridge road, south to Cemetery Road, and east to Aux Sable Creek (see Figure 38, page 72). This area
forms the core of what was historically a dispersed rural community located along the Illinois and Michigan Canal.
Other outlying sites once associated with this community are, no doubt, present and await discovery (see discussion
in report).
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establishing the structural developments and resident population within Aux Sable during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Research was conducted at the Grundy County
Courthouse, Morris Public Library, Illinois State Archives, and Illinois State Library. Sources
utilized included deed records, county histories, historic plats and atlases, United States census
rolls, and Illinois and Michigan Canal Commission records. The archaeological fieldwork was
conducted in two phases. The first portion of this work consisted of a geophysical survey of the
yard area lying east of Lock No. 8 (conducted October 12-13, 1999) that was conducted by Dr.
Michael Hargrave of the U. S. Army Construction Engineering Research Laboratory
(USACERL). This was followed by three-days of directed shovel testing (conducted by Fever
River Research) over that same area investigated by the geophysical research. The objective of
the shovel testing was designed to ground-truth the results of the geophysical survey. The results
of the archival research and archaeological testing are discussed below. The general assessment
drawn from the archival and archaeological investigation is that the Aux Sable village site has
multiple archaeological components dating from the early 1840s up until the present era. These
components are quite diverse and can potentially yield information regarding the pre-canal
settlement in Grundy County, the construction of the canal and the living standards of the
workforce building it, early mercantile activity along the canal corridor, and rural industrial
development in Grundy County.


