Turning our faces to the river


With no slides, no graphs or pie charts, and no notes, he stood in front of a room full of people and captivated our attention for nearly an hour. In a day and age when we are bombarded by multi-media and multi-sensory, information overload, we sat and listened to him speak; no one fidgeted, no one yawned and no one snuck out to answer a phone call.


Having just returned from a forum about the Mississippi River, I’m sitting looking at pages of scrawled notes detailing the highlights and lowlights of current science regarding the river. The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency has determined that there is too much e. coli bacteria in the Mississippi River and they are researching where the bacteria is coming from and how we can keep it out of the water. Meanwhile, the US Fish and Wildlife Service is successfully returning endangered mussels to the Mississippi River at Hidden Falls, now that the water is cleaner than it was 40 years ago – a highlight! 

The National Park Service is finding less DDE (a breakdown chemical of DDT, which was outlawed in 1972) and PFOS (a chemical used in Scotchgard, which 3M stopped using in 2002) in the blood of bald eagle chicks in nests along the Mississippi than they were three years ago – another highlight. As the risk of one chemical declines, however, the risk of another newer chemical rises to take its place in our conscious. The US Geological Survey now has research showing that endocrine disruptors (which are found in medicines, pesticides and other sources) are being found in fish swimming in the Mississippi River as far north as Brainerd – a lowlight. These disruptors have the power to make a male fish act like a female and can stop some species from breeding. 

The mass of scientific information I collected in one short morning is nearly overwhelming. Yet, I sit here now thinking not about these research studies and regulatory agency programs, but rather about the words of Don Shelby, WCCO anchor, who stood in front of us at the end of the forum and brought it all back to basics. “We’ve turned our backs on the river,” said Shelby, “and we’ve not yet turned our face to it.”

Our view of nature in general, and our rivers in particular, has changed dramatically since Europeans settled Minnesota. Whereas once the forests existed merely to be cut down, and the rivers solely to float those trees down-state, we now see the forest as a destination for camping and hiking, and the rivers as places for fishing and boating. Whereas once we built our buildings with their backs to the river, to avoid the smell of raw sewage and the sight of floating garbage, we now build their faces to the water, so that people can look out and admire the natural beauty. 

Shelby reminded us of the calm we feel when sitting at the banks of a lake, watching and listening to the lapping waves. We can just as easily sit in front of a campfire and stare for hours on end, mesmerized by the flames. We feel this calm, says Shelby, because the moving water and dancing flames trigger an almost forgotten part of our brain that keeps us connected to the rest of nature. We don’t learn to love the Mississippi or the St. Croix; we love the rivers by instinct. In the words of David Bolling, "Choosing to save a river is more often an act of passion than of careful calculation. You make the choice because the river has touched your life in an intimate and irreversible way, because you are unwilling to accept its loss." 
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