Tracing 200 years of Pollution on the Mississippi River


If you’re going to listen to National Park Service historian John Anfinson speak about pollution in the Mississippi River, you might want to skip your lunch that day. During a recent presentation for local watershed educators at the Mill City Museum in Minneapolis, Anfinson painted a picture of the Mississippi River in 1909 that was virtually unrecognizable from the river we see today. Then, like now, Minneapolis drew water from the Mississippi for industrial uses, fire fighting and drinking water. Unlike today, however, the water flowed straight from the river to the faucet, with no filtration or treatment to remove human and animal waste, bacteria and other pollutants. At the time, St. Paul still derived its public water supply from the Phalen Chain of Lakes, although it also provided no treatment for the water. 


Stepping even further back in time, one can trace the dramatic deterioration of the Mississippi throughout the 19th Century. When explorer Zebulon Pike first described the river in 1805, he wrote that the water was clear down to the bottom both above and below the confluences with the Minnesota and St. Croix Rivers. The water was at times red from natural tannins, at times deep and black, but always clean and transparent. By the middle of the century, however, logging was booming in Minnesota and floating logs choked the rivers, along with eroded soil, garbage and saw dust. By the 1880’s, “sand bars” in Lake Pepin, a wide and slow moving stretch of the river south of Red Wing, were comprised entirely of sawdust.


By the time Minneapolis built its first pumps to provide drinking water from the Mississippi in 1881 and 1885, the river was a dumping ground for human sewage, garbage, and carcasses from the local slaughterhouses. For nearly thirty years, people continued to drink this contaminated river water, resulting in outbreaks of typhoid and cholera that killed hundreds every year. Finally, in 1910 Minneapolis started treating its drinking water with chlorine and within a year, both diseases were virtually eliminated. St. Paul followed suit, although not until 1920!


No doubt, the people living in the Twin Cities in the early 1900’s welcomed the advent of chlorinated drinking water as a major miracle. The Mississippi, however, continued to fester and rot due to the raw sewage, garbage and animal waste that still filled the river. Anfinson estimates that there was one gallon of raw sewage for every 5.8 gallons of water in the river, while the animal stockyards contributed a full ¼ of the waste to the Mississippi. It was not until 1938 that the cities finally built the first sewage treatment center on the river. 


Given its sordid past, it is amazing that the Mississippi River in Minnesota is as clean as it is today. Riverfront property is now a hot commodity. Biologists are finding native mussel species and trophy walleye in the river again, and many bald eagles now nest along the Mississippi from Coon Rapids all the way down to Hastings. We still have a long way to go, however, before we declare victory for the Mississippi. 

Because we no longer see raw sewage or dead animals floating on the water, many people don’t know that the Mississippi is still polluted. Most urban stretches of the river contain a toxic mixture of mercury, lead, heavy metals and hydrocarbons, which make it unsafe to eat the trophy walleye you might catch there. In some stretches, bacteria levels in the water make swimming dangerous. All along the river, phosphorus and nitrogen abound, originating from soil and organic matter that is washed off of farm fields and city streets. When the Mississippi hits a slow moving stretch in Lake Pepin, the phosphorus creates algal blooms; when the river reaches the Gulf of Mexico, the nitrogen produces a toxic dead zone. In recent years, scientists have discovered pharmaceuticals like antibiotics, anti-seizure drugs and caffeine in the river water, most likely from sewage treatment plants and leaking septic systems up river. 

As Minnesota begins a third century of life on the Mississippi River, we are challenged to continue working to restore its glory. History has proven that we can transform the river from a cesspool to a landmark. By continuing to address new threats to the river, it may just be possible that Minnesotans 100 years from today will once again see the clear waters, red, blue and black, that once captivated Zebulon Pike. 
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