Hooked on Fishing: Reaching out to Seniors and Youth
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It has been many years since the early 1990’s since Dixon’s fishing ponds in East Peoria resonated with the sound of laughter and excitement generated by area youngsters, parents and grandparents who flocked to the spring-fed lakes for fishing contests and family outings.  Thanks to a group of local businessmen and women with a passion for fishing and the outdoors, the refurbished lakes and surrounding park will reopen to youth and senior groups along with other organizations, including those serving special needs individuals.  

When Hooked on Fishing (HOF), a 501(c)3 non-for profit organization founded by Prairie Home Alliance, Timber Creek Land Company and Herman Brothers Pond Management welcomes their first group of budding anglers in April, the event will serve as a tribute to fourth-generation Dixon Seafood Shoppes’ owner Jim Dixon’s father, Don.  “Having the ponds re-open with kids and seniors in mind is a nice tribute to my father,” said Jim Dixon.  “We’re looking forward to seeing this unique property come alive again.”

The mission of HOF is simple: to teach the joy of fishing to local children, special needs groups and seniors by providing the location, equipment and education free of charge.  HOF leased the ponds next to Dixon’s Seafood Shoppe and undertook a massive restoration project, including cleaning  the artesian wells that feed the property’s three man-made ponds, brush clearing and landscaping, and constructing new wheelchair accessible sidewalks, fishing pier and large shelter.
We’ve had a lot of people approach us over the years wanting to re-open the lakes.  People all over this area have a lot of memories of coming down here with their parents and grandparent to go fishing,” Dixon said.  “Nobody really understood the complexity of this property until the (HOF) people approached me. They have a very solid background in property management and development.”

Nate Herman, co-owner of Herman Brothers Pond Management, said the ponds will be stocked with fish of nearly every variety in early April and will be replenished when needed, though HOF will maintain a catch-and-release policy.  “One pond will be set up with pretty much every fish imaginable but the main species will be channel catfish.  Another pond will be stocked with trophy fish and the third will contain hybrid bluegill,”  said Herman, who provided the inspiration for HOF when he landed a handshake deal with Dixon to maintain the ponds a few years ago and envisioned restoring the property to its former glory for the enjoyment of all.

HOF Seeks Seniors for Guidance

While seniors and nursing home groups are encouraged to contact HOF to plan outings at the resorted ponds, organizers are also counting on them to provide guidance to young anglers in the form of volunteerism.  “We have a need for volunteers to help kids learn to fish one-on-one, said Michael Lutes, one of the founders of HOF.  “If they are available and have knowledge of fishing and a joy of teaching and being around kids, we need them. 

Mobility –challenged seniors wishing to volunteer or just enjoy a day reliving past times at HOF ponds shouldn’t be concerned about personal safety, as all improvement to the property were made according to specifications defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act.  “A sidewalk leads to the fishing pier from the pavilion.  If someone is in a wheelchair, they won’t ever have the need to go off of the concrete to have access to pretty much the whole park, including wheelchair-accessible restrooms,” said Lutes.  The ten-food wide fishing pier constructed by HOF allows for plenty of wheelchair maneuverability and a low fence around the pier will protect anglers (young and old) from falling in.

Those who wish to support the program but cannot volunteer may contribute funds or supplies.

This is a project funded 100 percent by donations.  We will never charge a senior, child or a person with disabilities to come down here and fish,” Lutes said.  “To do that, we will need to accept donations to fund this activity.  Any donations of any amount are welcomed and appreciated.”

Senior groups wishing to schedule an event can contact HOF to arrange a date for their outing.  HOF even provides fishing poles and refreshments, lutes said.
History of “The Ponds”

Jim Dixon’s family started their well known business as Dixon’s Fisheries pulling bullhead, channel catfish and carp from the Illinois River to sell to local consumers around 1896.   He represents the fourth generation of Dixon Fisheries’ family ownership.  “We have all grown up around this property working at the lakes and fish market, and it was the same with our fathers,” he said.
The property comprising Dixon’s store and lakes was primarily a swamp area when Jim’s grandfather and great-grandfather purchased the land in the 1920’s.  Soon afterward, the Dixons scraped out the first of their three now-famous ponds with mule-drawn dredging equipment, allowing for year-round stocking of fish to sell to consumers.  The artesian wells inherent to the north side of the property fed the pond through gravity and ensured year-round water flow.  During the winter, the Dixons would stock the pond with up to 80,000 pounds of live, “corn-fed” fish, giving them a major advantage over other area fish markets.

“The wonderful thing about this property is the artesian well spring water,” said Dixon.  “When all of our wells are cleaned property, approximately 1.5 million gallons of spring water flows through those lakes every day.”  The spring water tastes wonderful and is rust-fee, said Dixon, who still taps a jar or two now and then to take home with him and drink.

A second lake was added to the Dixon compound by the early 1930’s while America was in the throes of the Great Depression.  When Don Dixon and another family member passed time by fishing the new lake with cane poles one day, a motorist stopped by and asked if he could borrow one of the poles to catch some fish for his family’s dinner.  “That was the beginning of the fishing operation.  My grandfather bought a bunch of cane poles and let the (younger Dixons) run their own little business renting poles and selling fish by the pound,” Dixon said.  “It was touted as the first fee-fishing lake in the country.”
Dixon’s pay lakes grew in popularity and became a central Illinois landmark until the family closed the ponds to the public in 1992 due to the declining health of Don Dixon, increased maintenance and upkeep costs and shifting habits in family entertainment trends.

Jim Dixon said that children held such a special place in his father’s heart that he established popular youth fishing derby in the 1950’s that continued, on and off, until shortly before his retirement from the family business in the early 90’s.  Don Dixon would be proud to see the effort HOF has put into restoring the spring-fed lakes and surrounding property, Jim said.

To schedule a group outing at Hooked on Fishing’s facility located a Dixon’s Seafood Shoppe, 1897 N. Main St., East Peoria, contact Dustin at 309-219-3560.

