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Our National Scenic Byway
Meeting of the Great Rivers National Scenic Byway
Time and again visitors are drawn to America’s rivers longing for adventure, a sense of the past, and the days of leisurely vacations and relaxing drives.  Return to a time of simplicity and American values along the Meeting of the Great Rivers National Scenic Byway where the Mighty Mississippi, Missouri, and Illinois rivers converge.  

The 33-mile Meeting of the Great Rivers Byway begins in Hartford at the intersection of Illinois Route 3 and New Poag Road.  The byway winds west and north via Illinois Routes 3, 143 and 100.  Illinois Route 100 leads you through Alton and bends along the forested river bluffs approximately 25 miles to its ending point in Grafton at Pere Marquette State Park.
The recent designation of the Meeting of the Great Rivers National Scenic Byway has brought national attention to the spectacular sights regulars of the River Road have reveled in for years.   Because the byway parts the Mississippi River and its bluffs, visitors are able to see the river’s march and the still standing bluffs in one glance.  Taking a drive along the byway is a new encounter each time one visits the region.  The sun’s reflection tends to mix things up by making the water appear to be a deep blue in the morning and evening and a glowing copper tone mid-afternoon.  The current’s route from west to east makes the river’s path unique to the entire run of the Mississippi.

The Meeting of the Great Rivers National Scenic Byway and its communities run deep with early American history and are woven tightly with cultural threads.  The legacy of the Native Americans in Illinois remains through the legend of the Piasa Bird and its replica adorned on the river’s bluffs.  It was along the river that European explorers Father Jacques Marquette and Louis Joliet first entered into and discovered these magical waters.  It was at the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers that the Corps of Discovery set sail to explore the western United States.  The early 1800’s marked the beginning of transportation, trade, and commerce along the river that still thrives and is celebrated today.  

The beauty of the region is a masterpiece of nature with whistling birds, colorful trees, unique plants, and etched river bluffs.  Thousands of people flock to the region each year to admire the eagles as they soar above the towering bluffs and glistening waters of the Mississippi River.  Astounding views can be seen as you follow the surging water and the bends of the river as it flows beside the National Scenic Byway.

The winding river road is the perfect backdrop for recreational activities all along the byway.  Whether visitors are biking, hiking, fishing, boating or interested in a round of golf, they’ll never run out of things to do and places to see as on the byway.
Seasons Along the Byway
Winter

Escape from the chill of winter and warm the soul with a weekend retreat.  Under a light dusting of snow, the Great River Road becomes a winter wonderland.  In December, January and February visitors enjoy driving from Alton to Grafton to Pere Marquette to watch hundreds of American Bald Eagles make their winter home in the region.  To assist visitors in their eagle watching quests, the Alton CVB produces an Eagle Watcher’s Guide.  Winter along the byway is the prefect time experience one of the more than fifteen bed & breakfast inns and guest house in the region inviting guests to get cozy with that special someone in a pampering environment.  

Spring

Springtime is full of life along the Great River Road as the region comes alive once again.  Peeking out from the fading frost, the flowers will be blooming and trees will begin bearing leaves on the towering limestone bluffs.  The purple pink blooms of the red bud trees line the bluffs as a sure sign that spring is here.  Experience the singing birds and fresh flora firsthand by foot or bicycle on one of the many hiking, biking and nature trails throughout the region.   Take a drive along the river to catch a glimpse at the thousands of pelicans that migrate through the region in mid-to-late March.  Some even stick around throughout the year.  This is also the season for visitors to begin their antique quests, treasure hunts at flea markets and leisurely afternoons sipping a glass of wine at one of the riverside wineries.

Summer

Splash into summer during one of the hottest and most exciting seasons on the river.  For visitors looking for a little soft adventure and outdoor recreation, the options are endless.  Outdoor enthusiasts can enjoy canoeing, kayaking, boating, swimming, horseback riding, biking, hiking and much more.  Cool off from the sizzling summer heat at one of the many waterparks.  Festivals and fairs are the signature of summer on the Great River Road.  Where the river bends, people come together for live music, great food and tons of fun all summer long.  

Fall

Autumn in Alton hails some of the most picturesque scenic drives in the Midwest, according to Midwest Living magazine.  The fall colors are simply breathtaking as the leaves transform from their luscious greens of summer and burst with hues of fierce reds, bright oranges, rustic browns and electrifying yellows.  The crisp air of fall brings with it relaxing afternoons spent cruising along the winding roads of Madison, Jersey and Calhoun Counties.  Visitors to the region enjoy apple picking, roadside cider stands, pumpkin patches, corn mazes and festivals that take you back in time.  Fall festivals and historical events and abundant this time of year.  Each autumn, the Alton CVB produces the Fall Color Caravan brochure complete with fall driving itineraries, calendar of events and maps of roadside cider stands, orchards and pumpkin patches in the region.
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