n 1984, Ervin “Smitty” Smith
flew his airplane over the
Kaskaskia River in southern
Tllinois, scouting a prime spot
to build a marina.

“We took lots of photographs,” Smitty

said with a laugh.

He and his wife, Cheri, decided the
New Athens (pronounced with a long
“a”) area would best accommodate
the marina they envisioned. Smitty
traded his airplane for a 35-foot Carver
cruiser and the couple launched a
temporary business offering cruises on
the Kaskaskia River, a tributary of the
Mississippi River, at Mile Marker 117.3.

The enthusiastic couple never
anticipated the amount of red tape
that would be involved. After years
of battles, in 1989 the Smiths finally
obtained their operating permit.
Quickly, Smitty put all their planning
into action,

Once a floating dock was installed,
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he and his father built the marina’s
bar-restaurant on it, and christened it
Smitty’s At The Marina. The interior
is rich with black walnut and cherry
wood supplied by trees cut from the

Smith family farm in Prairie du Rocher,

1ll., a town on the Mississippi River.

The marina nestles in a horseshoe-
shaped bay open to the river on the
west. The New Athens levee looms
high above the bay on the east side,
while campsites dot the northern
plateau. On the southern side, Bay
View campsites border the parking
lot, which in turn connects to a larger
overflow lot.

For long-term mooring, 13 covered
slips line the north side of the bay,
linked by a walkway to 22 transient
slips adjoining the floating restaurant.
The Smiths also constructed a meeting
room, with seating for 60, on the
western end of the restaurant, and
added seven courtesy slips for day

boaters near the boat launch.

Finally, in 1991, the 26-acre
Kaskaskia River Marina/Campgrounds
opened for business, with 20 boats
moored in the new slips.

“We felt like pioneers,” Cheri said.
“We never spent any time around
marinas, so we did everything by feel.”

Running a marina kept the couple
busy, especially cooking three meals a
day. Their signature meals are smoked
meats: ribs, pork steaks, and chicken.
The fish, covered with Cheri’s secret
breading, are the best around. The
extensive menu items—appetizers,
sandwiches, soups, sides, salads,
seafood, chicken, and fish—are
inexpensive and tasty. Despite their
lack of experience, the Smiths showed
a profit their first two years in business.

Then hard times hit. The flood of '93
forced the couple to close the marina
for 10 months as water nearly topped
the levee.







