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Focusing on Events after 1935 and around the High School Grounds

 St. Louis is a small town located in Gratiot County in central Michigan. According 

to the United States Census Bureau, it has  a population of 7,448 people living on 3.34 

square miles. Roughly a quarter of the population lives at or below the poverty line, only 

83% of residents graduated high school, and fewer than 8% graduated college.1  St. 

Louis  has been interacting with the environment around it since 1853, when Joseph 

Clapp first built his house, a sawmill, and a river dam there. In the 1870s, the railroad 

came to the town, increasing its  growth and its environmental impact. This continued at 

an unremarkable pace until 1935, when the Michigan Chemical Company broke ground 

on their new manufacturing plant on the banks of the Pine River.2 This ground breaking 

would alter the course of the city and the surrounding environment in ways that nobody 

could predict, and would alter the state of St. Louis for years to come.

 Michigan Chemical Company provided the city with many jobs and slight fame 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s. During World War II, a plant was constructed that 

researched and manufactured dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), a strong pesticide 

that was known to be able to kill pretty much any insect it came into contact with, except 

humans, on whom the effects were believed to be nonexistent. In the early 1960s, 

Velsicol Chemical Company took over Michigan Chemical Company, and halted the 

production of DDT due to rising concerns over its  potentially harmful effects on humans 

and other mammals (specifically the reproductive process in low concentrations and 

death in extremely high concentrations),3 as well as its  growing ineffectiveness (insects 



had mutated to become more resilient to it over time). It was thought that DDT was 

done, and that citizens of St. Louis would not need to concern themselves with it again.4 

They were wrong. 

 However, before DDT could rear its ugly head and plague the citizens of St. 

Louis, they had to deal with another chemical. Velsicol Chemical Company 

manufactured Firemaster, a flame retardant that utilized the chemical Polybrominated 

biphenyls  (PBB), which can cause damage to the central nervous system of humans 

and other animals  if ingested. In 1973/1974, a mix-up occurred at the Velsicol plant, and 

cattle feed was shipped in PBB laden bags. Cows that ate the contaminated feed were 

slaughtered and sold all over the state. When the Department of Natural Resources 

(DNR) discovered the error, they ordered the slaughter of all remaining cows to prevent 

the further spread of potentially contaminated meat, and through lawsuits and fines, 

punished Velsicol Chemical and shut down their St. Louis  plant.5  The loss of jobs 

fostered resentment in the St. Louis community of the DNR, a resentment that is  still felt 

today.6

 With the shut down of the plant, the DNR required the facilities be dismantled 

and removed, and a three-foot clay cap was placed over the plant site. Fences were 

erected to keep people off the land, and the problem was thought to be over. However, 

16 years after the plant closed, in 1994, fish in the Pine River were still detected as 

being contaminated with DDT.7 The problems with chemical contamination and the town 

had only just begun. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in authorized the 

clean up of the river, specifically removing any sediment that contained more than 3,000 

parts  per million (ppm) of DDT. Core samples from 55 different locations in the Pine 



River taken over two years (1996 and 1997) revealed that parts  of the river were 

contaminated to the extent of 32,000 ppm, and that on average the river sediment was 

4% DDT.8

 Since the level of contamination was determined, there have been several 

attempts to clean up the plant site and the surrounding area. Velsicol agreed to put a 

clay cap and a slurry wall (a reinforced concrete wall designed to contain water in soft 

earth areas) on and around the contamination, but investigation by the EPA revealed 

that DDT contamination was not being contained properly. At the end of last year, 250 

tons of contaminated dirt were removed, and clean soil was installed, along with erosion 

prevention landscaping.9

 St. Louis High School as it stands today opened in 1996. The school was built 

using money that flooded into the town after three state prisons opened up, creating 

jobs and rejuvenating the local tax base. The school, which had long been joked to be 

the oldest school in Gratiot County, was rebuilt on the same grounds, in the middle of 

town at the corner of Main and Saginaw streets, about a half-mile from the Velsicol 

Chemical Corporation plant site.10 The school currently enrolls 354 students, despite a 

common perception, that number has not been affected by the chemical contamination. 

Enrollment records  dating back almost two decades show that there was no change in 

the size of student population or the growth rate of the student body when news of the 

contamination became public knowledge.11  The school in fact has  the potential to 

benefit in a small way from the cleanup efforts after the contamination. In 2004 a report 

was published that suggested the land, once it was cleaned up and contamination was 

removed, could become a recreational area linked to local schools, providing space for 



various team sports facilities and running tracks.12  Unfortunately, at this time the site 

has yet to be developed into any of these potential facilities, and the school’s athletic 

complex remains elsewhere.

 The high school battles  the same problems as the rest of the community, namely 

that of contaminated drinking water, and a danger to the natural resources and beauty 

of the community. It has no particular issues that stand out in research. 



1 United States Census Bureau, "State & County Quick Facts." Last modified Jan 10, 2013.

2 City of St. Louis, "History by Decades.”

3 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, "DDT - A Brief History and Status." Last modified May 9, 2012.

4 “History by Decades”

5 “History by Decades”

6 See Appendix A, Author’s Note 1

7 “History by Decades”

8 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, "Velsicol Chemical Corp. (Michigan)." Last modified Jan 2012.; 
“History by Decades”

9 “Velsicol Chemical Corp. (Michigan).

10 Google Maps

11 Macklin, Chris. Interviewed by Jeffrey Malinowski. Phone. April 10, 2013

12 St. Louis Land Use Committee, Recognizing the Past, Looking to the Future: Reuse Planning Report 
for the Velsicol Chemical Corporation Superfund Site, pg 13.


