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 The weight of dense green tree tops creates a lumpy flow across the horizon. The 

landscape slowly rises to the crest of a ridge, this ridge falls to tangled brush and damp ground. 

The towering pines and hard woods give way to the cool shaded tucked under the tree tops and 

below the sound of the wind. The trickling of water creeps through the brush, as the green seems 

to brighten. The river is now in the clear; its crystal water flows revealing the gravel and sand 

beneath. This was Michigan, in terms of time not so long ago. The town of St. Louis emerged 

from a landscape not unlike this. Over time and through actions the town made great changes on 

this environment. The early environmental history of St. Louis begins here and ends in our time. 

Human’s interaction with this place began with native inhabitants, then transformed through its 

European settlement, and ends up at the hands of industrial production of the modern era. The 

destruction of the St. Louis area does not begin or end with the toxic contamination by the 

Velsicol Chemical Company, but goes back farther in our history to the transformation of the 

wilderness.     

 Human’s intermingling in the environment of the St. Louis region goes much farther back 

than the settlement of Europeans in the 1830s. The native Ojibwa people had lived in the region 

for thousands of years. These people were seasonal nomads moving with the availability of their 

food sources. The Ojibwa people provided for themselves by fishing, hunting, gathering, small 

scale agricultural, and collecting maple syrup. The seasonal migration of the Ojibwa people 

allowed the environments to replenish and prevent the wasting away of resources.1   
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 The first major environmental damage that occurred in the Pine River valley was caused 

by Europeans and Natives in the Fur Trade. Samuel de Champlain arrived in lower Lake Huron 

and made contact with the Ojibwa people in 1615. Fur trade between the Natives and the French 

began in the 1660s and continued roughly over the next hundred years. The trade saw changes in 

the Native life style including shifts away from larger substance game species for the winter, to 

more valuable smaller game, not traditionally hunted for food stuffs. This triggered 

environmental changes in the St. Louis region and altered its native animals. Food cycles 

involving the biggest and smallest organisms would have changed drastically from the traditional 

ways the native peoples had been operating. This continued and was worsened by the increased 

involvement of white trappers who did not abide by the codes of Native tappers. The Ojibwa 

people, soon after the trade began, become dependent on the fur trade with the French (and later 

the British) for supplies. As fur bearing animals diminished in the region, great numbers of the 

Ojibwa moved west for hopes of better hunting. Driven by the fur trade and encroaching white 

settlements the Ojibwa people mostly moved from the Great Lakes region to the eastern edge of 

the Great Plains. By the French and Indian War in 1754, the major hub of the trade had moved 

beyond the St. Louis area.2   

 The Pine River would have been heavily affected by the fur trade. The removal of the 

beaver on a massive scale would have prevented them from making their dams, epically in the 

upriver sections. Loss of natural ecosystems created by beaver ponds and increased current 

would also increase erosion along the waterway.3 The fur trade, called a lethal wave by scholars 
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can be connected to westward expansion across America.4 The wave passed through St. Louis, 

not unlike that of any other part of the state, but for St. Louis, this was the first major mark in 

major change to its environment.     

 Joseph Clapp established the town of St. Louis in 1853, at the site of an old Indian 

mission. That same year, Clapp built a sawmill on the Pine River and unknowingly began the 

next phase of environmental destruction in his newly founded town.5 The bulk of the lumbering 

in Gratiot Country and St. Louis began in the late 1860s.6 The demand of a rebounding, 

rebuilding nation brought great value to the state in its abundance of white pines. The state with 

its rivers and many lake ports allowed for easy extraction of lumber and large profits changing 

the lumbering industry into a valuable proposition.  The logging techniques of the day made the 

Pine River (as it leads to the Chippewa River then the Tittabawassee River and finally the 

Saginaw Bay) prime outlet for woodland produce.  

 Early lumbering in the state focused primarily on the white pine because of its great 

value. However as areas were cleared of the pines other “junk” trees were harvested as well to 

help the struggling lumbering companies carry on. The struggles for survival lead to near total 

clear cuts, destroying woodland areas across the entire state. St. Louis was no exception. The 

glacial deposits that make up the soil were mostly sand, so following clear cutting the soil dried 

out and became mostly unworkable for famers who were in debt to lumber barrens.7 The Bay 

Region expanded quickly in a boom of lumber industry that ended quickly. Saginaw lumber 
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workers went on strike in 1885, but no accommodations were made the lumber workers. Rather 

the management had seen that the area was nearly all cleared and that they would soon be 

moving on. By the end of the 1880s the entire region had been exhausted of its valuable lumber, 

with only stumps and scrub left behind.8     

 The lumbering of the State of Michigan had several major effects. Major brush fires 

followed the logging in 1871 and 1881, both missing St. Louis.9 The longer term effects more 

directly impacted St. Louis and came from changes in the local ecosystem. The logging and 

floating of logs down rivers continued to cause greater erosion. Sawmill flume ponds also 

changed the environment with small dams built to control the floating timber through town. The 

clear cut sections had increased in nitrogen levels in their soil content and witnessed a change in 

the biodiversity of what was left growing in local woodlands.10

 St. Louis entered its hay day through the logging years, because of the discovery of a 

magnetic mineral well in 1869. The well brought fame to the small outpost causing an economic 

boom. The well had been deemed to hold medical qualities and drew at first local and then 

national travelers to the small town. Road improvements, rail lines, and expansion in 

construction including hotels and bath houses, all led to major increases in the town population 

and prosperity. The town boomed for nearly one hundred years.11  

 The next stage in the environmental abuse of the St. Louis region was the damming of the 

Pine River. The St. Louis Dam was completed in 1901. A large concrete structure, the dam is 
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twenty-one feet high and one hundred and twenty-five feet long. This gravity feed dam was built 

for hydroelectric power to support the electrification of the town and surrounding area.12                

 Damming of rivers cause great ecological affects on the rivers themselves, as well as the 

flood plain surrounding them. When a river is dammed a reservoir is created behind it, rising past 

the river’s natural banks, filling the flood plain or river valley. Floodplains are areas of major 

biodiversity. In all, the plant and animal life comprise very sensitive ecosystems that are 

temperamental. St. Louis lost this diverse ecosystem in the name of electricity and unfortunately 

it will never be reclaimed. When rivers are dammed they also affect the flow of water which can 

have detrimental effects on the ecosystem downstream. If water currents increase in speed 

greater amounts of erosion will occur affecting the natural landscape. In areas of slower current 

the amount of oxygen held in the water decreases. This results in less plant and animal life in the 

rivers itself.13 

 The St. Louis Dam has altered the entire Pine River, not just the reservoir waters above 

the dam, but the flow downstream, the flood plains, epically above the dam, and the current flow 

of the river. The environmental costs of the dam are so numerous that it is difficult to quantify. 

Once dams are built and operate, a river system can never again return to its natural state. The 

fading infrastructure of dams and their lack of natural flow only allow the consistency of flow to 

be maintained, never again to be considered natural.14  

 The down turn of the city of St. Louis and its surrounding environment final chapter, 

began on September 15, 1935, when ground was broken for a new chemical plant in town. The 
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Michigan Chemical Corporation bought land and began construction on a facility that produced 

salt products. The plant, in addition to producing salt, also preformed chemical research. This 

research became critical to the production of DDT in 1944 in St. Louis. The production of DDT 

continued through the end of WW II and as St. Louis grew with pools and subdivisions. By the 

1960s and efforts by people like Rachel Carson had drawn attention to the negative effects of 

DDT. The plant, now owned by Velsicol Chemical Company shut down its production of the 

product. Velsicol continued operation but miss-marked bags of fire retardant and cattle feed 

brought the company down contaminating thousands of people with PBB. The DNR legally 

constricted the company to shut down but the damage was done. The Pine River had been 

contaminated to extreme levels along with the soil in close proximity to the plant. What was left 

of the natural St. Louis ecosystem was now poisoned.15      

 St. Louis and the decisions of some mindless or unknowing souls took a pristine oxbow 

in a river and turned it into a terribly contaminated lake, destroyed for many generations to come. 

The history of a place goes back much farther than its red letter dates, its Heroes and Villains, but 

rather, what was there before and what is now gone forever. We must fight to prevent our world 

from becoming sad stories like St. Louis, Michigan, and be conscious of our actions and how 

they could effect tomorrow. We also must work to save what is left of places like St. Louis, for 

our ignorance or the past should not deem a place worthless for the future.
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