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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Mission Statement 
 
The mission of the Grand Lake/Wabash Watershed Alliance is to improve the quality of 
life by promoting stewardship of the natural resources in the Grand Lake/Wabash River 
Watershed. 
 
There is a trend of increasing human use of the watershedôs land and water resources; 
these activities can impact the watershed and the lake in negative ways.  Consideration 
must be given to these impacts so that the land, the lake, and the river basin can remain 
enjoyable and productive far into the future.  To this end, the Grand Lake/Wabash 
Watershed Alliance has developed this watershed action plan, both to address issues 
that the watershed may face in the future, and to reduce the pollution potential from 
existing situations to improve the quality of life for the watershed residents and visitors. 
 
Physical setting 
 
The Grand Lake/Wabash River watershed is located in west-central Ohio.  
Approximately 80% of the watershed is located in southern Mercer County, 10% of the 
watershed is in western Auglaize County, and the remaining 10% of the watershed in 
located in northern Darke County.  The entire watershed covers approximately 312 
square miles (200,000 ac) of which 21 square miles (13,500 ac), consists of the Grand 
Lake St. Marys basin.   
 
The Grand Lake St. Marys watershed is a unique watershed in that it overlies two major 
drainage basins.  Approximately 60% of the watershed lies west of the drainage divide 
and has an historical Ohio River drainage via Beaver Creek to the Wabash River.  The 
remaining 40% of the watershed historically drained to the St. Marys River and on to the 
Maumee River to Lake Erie.  Since the current drainage to Lake Erie is through a feeder 
canal, and discharge volume is estimated to be as little as 10% of the lake outflow, the 
watershed is considered to be a part of the larger Wabash River Hydrologic Unit, and is 
administered as such by state and federal agencies.  This fact was part of the final 
decision to combine the Grand Lake St. Marys Watershed Project and the Wabash 
Watershed Project in January of 2005, creating the Grand Lake/Wabash Watershed 
Alliance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 History 

 
Grand Lake St. Marys 

 
Grand Lake St. Marys has long been an interest point of western Ohio.  Construction for 
the lake began in early 1837 and was intended to primarily be used as a feeder for the 
Miami & Erie Canal.  The workers constructing the lake basin were paid $0.35 per diem 
and also were provided with a jigger of whiskey for the prevention of malaria.  According 
to some local historians, the idea that the lake was dug is simply untrue; ñthe water was 
already here.  They diked up the southern end of the swampò.  Many workers were 
drawn from far and near to work on the project and after completion, a good portion of 
them remained in the area, settled with their families, and began farming the land.  
Taking nearly ten years, the basin was completed in 1841 with an original acreage of 
over 17,000 acres and an estimated cost near $528 million.   

 
The Miami and Erie Canal brought industry to the area, lowered freight prices and 
supplied the local residents with a thriving income.  Deliveries of goods and visitors from 
both Toledo and Cincinnati were nearly around the clock.  However, soon came the 
railroads and the transportation of both travelers and items was made more rapid and 
cost effective.  The lake was no longer needed as a feeder to the canal.  It wouldnôt be 
too long before the lake provided the area with another boom of interest and income. 

 
 In the late 1880ôs oil was discovered near St Marys and on January 24, 1891 in the St 
Marys Argus it was printed that ñIt is said that an oil well derrick has this week been put 
up on the reservoir, three or four hundred feet from the shore at the northeast corner.  
Verily, the days of the reservoir are numberedò.  This was the first noted evidence of an 
offshore oil well and would continue to be so for over 100 years.  Not long after the first 
derrick went up, several more followed, dotting the countryside and taking up farmland.  
At first, farmers were naïve about leasing the ground to the oilmen and selling the rights.  
An example of an early lease reads ñFor the term of 99 years, the consideration $100, 
to be paid at the expiration of ten years, IF oil was foundò.  It didnôt take long before the 
landowners learned the proper value of the oil leases.  For instance leasees were soon 
being paid approximately $1,000 when drilling began, $1,000 when oil was discovered 
and up to one third of the oil pulled from the site.  Two of the most successful oilmen of 
the area were averaging over 3,000 barrels of oil per day.  All that is left of the oil boom 
is a small pile of rock at the site where the last producing derrick was located. 

 
Another bit of local folklore surrounding the lake area is the legend of how the lake was 
named.  The lakeôs name list includes Mercer Reservoir, Celina Lake, Celina Grand 
Lake, Lake St Marys, Grand Reservoir and finally Grand Lake St Marys.  The legend of 
the area involves two men being selected; one from Celina, the other from St Marys, 
and given the task of naming the lake.  Furthermore, legend has it that the gentleman 
from St Marys provided mass amounts of alcohol to the gentleman from Celina finally 
tricking him into agreeing on naming the lake after St Marys.  In the end, several local 
authorities hold that the legend is purely a legend with no truth behind it. 
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The lake has attracted visitors from throughout the region from the very beginning.  
These tourists come to enjoy the recreational opportunities, including boating, fishing, 
and the numerous festivals and events in the lake area.  Places in and around the lake 
have been filled in to better accommodate the recreational aspect of the area.  This has 
led to the massive loss of water acreage estimated to be at least 3,500 acres.  
Construction of parks and other attractions included dance halls, athletic parks, fishing 
areas and even small scale water parks.  By todayôs standards, tourism plays a vital role 
in the economic success of both Auglaize and Mercer counties.  For instance, in the 
year 2007 the travel and tourism industry in Mercer and Auglaize counties had an 
estimated income of $47,570,838.00 and supported approximately 2,378 jobs.  

 
The Wabash River 
 
The Wabash River begins in Northern Darke County near the Mercer-Darke County 
Line.  The Wabash was first explored in 1669 by a French man named La Salle and 
was named ñOuabacheò, for the Indian word meaning ñwhite.ò  This was due to the 
riverôs clarity in Huntington County, Indiana where the river bottom is limestone.  It had 
been used prior to La Salleôs exploration by the Native Americans and traders between 
the Great Lakes and the Gulf of Mexico.  Once the river was under French control, the 
river connected many settlements ranging from the lower Great Lakes to the Mississippi 
River.  In the early 1990ôs, Indiana General Assembly and Indiana Department of 
Natural Resources worked together to establish the Wabash River Corridor Commission 
to preserve the Wabash River and promote heritage conservation and proper 
development. 
 
The Wabash River (excluding its tributaries) flows only approximately 43 miles within 
Ohio, where it enters Indiana and travels approximately 500 miles to the Ohio River.  
The Wabash flows from its beginning in west-central Ohio to the state of Indiana where 
it crosses nearly the entire state.  The Wabash then enters the Ohio River near 
southwest Indiana, just south of Evansville.   
 
From the earliest settlers in the area, agriculture has been a mainstay in every portion of 
the watershed.  As more and more people settled in the area due to completion of 
Grand Lake St Marys, success of the canal system or the discovery of oil, families were 
started and continued in the farming lifestyle.   Agriculture still proves to be social, 
cultural, and economic staple in the watershed and very important when dealing with 
water quality and the protection of the water resources.   



15 

1.2 Administrative Boundaries 
 
The Grand Lake/Wabash watershed consists of nearly 13,500 acres of lake and 
approximately 193,000 acres of land which primarily drains to the Ohio River.  The 
watershed spans portions of Auglaize (10%), Darke (10%) and Mercer (80%) counties 
and can be considered as a tributary to both the Ohio River drainage Basin and the 
Lake Erie drainage Basin.  Outflow from Grand Lake St. Marysô west spillway drains to 
Beaver Creek and then to the Wabash River.  The outflow from the east embankment 
sluice gate drains to the St. Marys River via the Miami & Erie canal system.  This 
outflow has been estimated at or below 20% thus, the Grand Lake St. Marys watershed 
is administered as a portion of the Wabash River Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC) 
05120101 at both federal and state levels.  The following maps indicate the HUC 8, 
HUC 11 and HUC 14 codes for associated drainage units in the Grand Lake/Wabash 
watershed. 
 

MAP 1 
Wabash River 8-Digit Hydrologic Unit Code Location 
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Map 2 
11-Digit Hydrologic Unit Codes 
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Map 3 
14-Digit Hydrologic Unit Codes 
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14-digit HUCs 
 
Wabash Headwaters to below Bear Creek   05120101-010-010 
Wabash River above Bear Cr below Stony Creek  05120101-010-020 
Wabash River below Stony Cr above Beaver Creek  05120101-010-030 
 
Chickasaw and Barnes Creeks     05120101-020-010 
Coldwater and Beaver Creeks     05120101-020-020 
N Shore/Grassy Monroe/ Prairie Creeks    05120101-020-030 
 
Beaver Creek from Grand Lake to above Little Beaver Creek 05120101-030-010 
Little Beaver Creek       05120101-030-020 
Beaver Creek below Little Beaver to Wabash River  05120101-030-030 
 
Wabash River below Little Beaver Creek to New Corydon 05120101-040-010 
 
Limberlost Creek Headwaters to below Bull Creek  05120101-050-050 

 

The Grand Lake/Wabash watershed contains numerous levels of local governments, 
including portions of Butler, Franklin, Gibson, Granville, Hopewell, Liberty, Marion, 
Jefferson, Recovery, and Washington townships in Mercer County.  Small portions of 
German, Jackson, Noble, and St. Marys townships in Auglaize County and Allen, 
Mississinawa, and Wabash townships in Darke County are also included in the 
watershed.  The Grand Lake/Wabash River watershed also contains a portion of the 
City of Celina and the City of St. Marys.   

 
Several villages located entirely in the watershed are: Chickasaw, Coldwater, Ft. 
Recovery, Montezuma, and St. Henry.  Several non-incorporated areas include: 
Carthagena, Cassella, Cranberry, Durbin, Macedon, Maria Stein, Philothea, Sebastian, 
Sharpsburg, St. Anthony, St. Johns, St. Joseph, St. Peter, St. Rose, Wabash and 
Wendelin. 
 
The Auglaize portion of the watershed has no sizeable cities, villages, or non-
incorporated areas.  However, the City of St. Marys, and the Villages of New Bremen 
and Minster are located just outside of the eastern watershed border.  Burkettsville and 
New Weston are the two Darke County villages that are located within the boundaries of 
the watershed.  
 
The maps on the following pages show the watershed with the boundaries of the 
counties, townships, cities, and villages; sewer districts; township zoning; and school 
districts within the Grand Lake/Wabash watershed boundaries. 
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MAP 4 
County Boundaries 

 

 
  



20 

 
MAP 5 

Township Boundaries 
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MAP 6 
Cities, Towns and Villages 

 

 


