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THE SECOND FRONT PAGE
Ithaca Rotary Club Provides Entire 
School Staff with Gift Certificates

Iconic Gazebo at St. Louis Library 
Receives Significant Upgrades 

Still awaiting its June coat of stain, the gazebo was renovated by Freed Construction in spring 2021. 
(Herald photo - Meiners)

By William Meiners
Herald Staff Writer

It’s fitting that on the grounds of a library — a place 
filled with stories and rich histories — that an edifice 
would be erected to honor the origins of a place. That 
had been the original idea, back in 1999, when the board 
from the T. A. Cutler Memorial Library in St. Louis 
sought to build a gazebo that replicated one that stood 
as a well-house over the flowing mineral spring on the 
banks of the Pine River more than a century ago. Now, 
with more time marching on, the gazebo has received 
some much-needed renovations.

Over the last two decades the gazebo has become a 
meeting place for library reading groups and various or-
ganizations, a spot for senior pictures and wedding pho-
tographs, and even a Geocache site. In recent times, in 
spite of some periodic touchups over the years, a leaking 
roof made the hangout inaccessible to the community. 
Originally made entirely of cedar, the gazebo needed to 
better withstand the elements, said library director Jes-
sica Little. Now, new shingles on the roof made to look 
like cedar, will allow spring, summer, and fall gather-
ings, both formal and informal, to continue. And the re-
furbished structure will better withstand the harsh Michi-
gan winters. 

There are no plans for any grand reopening, but Little 
reported people gathering there a day after the scaffold-
ing came down. After the weather warms a bit, they’ll 
put a stain on it in June, making the whole thing look 
better than new. 

Miraculous, healing water
The story goes that on a summer day in 1869, George 

Helmer, a traveling salesman, submerged his severely ar-
thritic hand and wrist into the newfound mineral waters 
of St. Louis for four full minutes. Upon withdrawing his 
hand from the 50-degree water, he was amazed, as were 
his colleagues, to reveal that he could suddenly unfurl his 
fingers and flex his wrist. He was pain free for the first 
time in years.

The late David McMacken, a Gratiot County historian 
and teacher, detailed how that surprising reaction would 
forever change the town. In his book, “The Saratoga of 
the West: The Story of The Magnetic Mineral Springs 
and Park Hotel of St. Louis, Michigan,” McMacken 
writes, “The discovery had been made. The water was 

not merely water, but a miraculous, healing water. It was 
water that would push the small, backwoods settlement 
of St. Louis, Michigan, into the national limelight within 
months. Not only was the reaction immediate, but the 
discovery of this wonderful water would have a signifi-
cant effect on the town for more than a century.”

In addition to what seemed to be an accidental dis-
covery of a natural painkiller, the water displayed some 
other traits, such as magnetic qualities. “A knife blade 
held against the well pipe would become a magnet ca-
pable of lifting screws, needles, and watch keys,” Mc-
Macken writes. “This amazed St. Louis folks, but some 
other mineral wells in the state were claiming to be mag-
netic as well.” 

McMacken rediscovered the crowds that quickly made 
their way to St. Louis now 150 years ago. Many braved 
treacherous stage-coach rides — from Saginaw to the 
east and St. John’s to the south — to drink from and bathe 
in the miracle springs they heard about. Certainly, good 
news traveled fast even back then. From backwoods to 
boomtown, the town’s existing hotels soon “overflowed 
with patrons,” requiring additions to be built. 

People who had the resources to make money off 
the springs threw their irons into the fire. “Elias Smith 
turned his new home into a boarding house and added a 
sizable addition to hold up to thirty guests,” McMacken 
writes. “He named it the St. Louis Magnetic Springs 
House, and it became the aristocratic boarding house in 
the village.”

What spawned the crowds, of course, was the promise 
of a natural cure — for most anything. From Helmer’s 
“loosened fingers” to an “old paralytic” in town who be-
gan showing signs of recovery after regularly ingesting 
and bathing in the water. The news, like wildfire, spread 
throughout the country.

Of the hotels, one stood out in particular. “The new 
hotel opened in September 1881,” McMacken writes. 
“Called the Sanatorium, it was officially known as the 
Magnetic Springs Hotel. Since it adjoined the pleasant-
landscaped approach to the bath house, it soon was 
known as the Park Hotel or the Park House.”

St. Louis became a destination for people seeking re-
lief from a variety of ailments — from cancer to kidney 
stones — as well as a pampered getaway for the rich, 
powerful, and famous. 

See GAZEBO on page 6

ByWilliam Meiners
Herald Staff Writer

The motto for the Rotary Club, in city chapters throughout the nation, 
has long been “Service Over Self.” That selfless service was on display 
recently as the Rotary Club of Ithaca presented gift certificates to all staff 
members of Ithaca Public Schools. 

Nora Colthorp, current Rotary president, as well as a club member 
since 2018, said the group wanted to acknowledge the sacrifices of the 
part-time and fulltime employees of Ithaca Schools who have navigated 
a very stressful year. The $15 gift certificates, which expire on June 30, 
were given to 127 school workers in all. 

The gift certificates can be redeemed at up to 20 Ithaca businesses — 
from the Hearthstone Oven to Burford Plumbing and Heating to various 
gas stations around town and more. Colthorp said the Rotary consulted 
with the city and the Downtown Development Authority, which had used 
a similar gift certificate program over the holiday season.

Ithaca city manager Jamey Conn said the DDA Dollars Program was 
“something we implemented when we were unable to host our annual 
appreciation dinner due to the COVID-19 restrictions.”

The City Council approved designating those funds to the DDA Dol-
lars program to show appreciation to staff and volunteers and to help 
stimulate the local businesses. “We are happy to run this program again 
for the Rotary,” Conn said. “It’s a wonderful gesture they are giving to 
the school employees while helping local businesses. The DDA Board is 
unanimously on board with the program.”

In addition to being a “good neighbor,” Colthorp echoed the two-way 
benefits of the gift cards. “This project not only highlights the efforts of 
the staff at Ithaca Public Schools,” she said. “It also supports the local 
small businesses in the Ithaca community.”

Steven Netzley, superintendent of Ithaca Public Schools, is well aware 
of the efforts of his people. “The staff at Ithaca Public Schools has gone 
above and beyond the call of duty this year in order to provide our stu-
dents with the option of attending school in person or virtually,” he said. 
“Preparing for and teaching both face-to-face classes and virtual instruc-
tion at the same time is very challenging. It really shows our teachers’ 
commitment and dedication to providing the best possible education for 
all of our students during a pandemic.”

Netzley also said the staff appreciates the recognition and generous 
donation from the Ithaca Rotary Club.

Everyone in the community — schools, businesses, city council mem-
bers — had to negotiate COVID-19. Even the Rotary Club was put on 
hold at the outset of the pandemic. “Initially our club stopped interacting 
with each other as we tried to figure out the best and safest approach,” 
Colthorp said. “In the summer months, we started meeting outside so we 
could social distance, but still have an opportunity to get together.”

Like many other entities, the club took to Zoom when the weather 
turned in the fall. A commercial loan officer at Isabella Bank by day, 
Colthorp is also Breckenridge resident. A business reality is that com-
merce is surely entwined with the community. Along with some 30 
members in the Rotary Club of Ithaca, Colthorp was happy to recognize 
schooling accomplishments while giving local business a boost. 

Ithaca Rotary Club members, including president Nora Colthorp 
(left); Steven Netzley, superintendent of Ithaca Public Schools (cen-
ter); and Corey Bailey, Commercial Bank; display the $15 gift cer-
tificates donated to all staff at Ithaca Schools. (courtesy photo)
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CheCk baCk next week for this week’s answers.

Place a number in the empty boxes in such a way that each row across, each column down and 
each small 9-box square contains all of the numbers from one to nine.

CLUES ACROSS
1. One who manufactures
6. Science degree
9. Database management 
 system
13. Desert
14. Inventor Musk
15. Welsh valley
16. Round Dutch cheese
17. Saying
18. Comedian and TV host
19. Uppermost portions of the 
 brain
21. City in Transylvania
22. Where astronauts go
23. Men’s hairstyle
24. Indicates position
25. One point east of due south
28. Businessmen may have one
29. Grass part
31. Running back Gurley
33. Unwavering
36. Options
38. Annoy
39. Greek mountain
41. Pastas
44. Fishes
45. Wrap
46. Potentially a criminal (slang)
48. Seize
49. The Constitution State

51. Upset
52. 1991 men’s Wimbledon 
 champ
54. Central Chinese province
56. Predisposition
60. A notice of someone’s death
61. One-time Kentucky Rep.
62. Swiss river
63. Dried-up
64. Finger millet
65. __ Allan Poe
66. German river
67. Brew
68. Kenyan river

CLUES DOWN
1. Millisecond
2. Acts as military assistant
3. Knot in a tree
4. Husband-and-wife industrial 
 designers
5. The Ocean State
6. Point the finger at
7. Parts in a machine
8. Midway between northeast 
 and east
9. Portray precisely
10. Blister
11. Mental illness
12. Nose of an animal
14. What students receive

17. Semitic peoples
20. Beats per minute
21. Family of drugs
23. Atrocious
25. Type of microscope (abbr.)
26. __ or bust
27. Icelandic poems
29. A citizen of Pakistan
30. Very pale
32. Metric linear unit
34. Sea eagle
35. Biblical judge of Israel
37. Isaac’s mother (Bib.)
40. Sino-Soviet block (abbr.)
42. Cool!
43. Large hotel room
47. Type of boat (abbr.)
49. Picked
50. Type of hookah
52. Attack
53. Directs
55. Belgian WWII resistance 
 fighter
56. Finished negotiation
57. Heroic tale
58. Middle Eastern country
59. Protein-rich liquids
61. Malaysian Isthmus
65. Spielberg’s alien

Honoring Gratiot’s Past
Historical Organizations of Gratiot County Presents...

By Cliff McKellar
There was a law in the early driving days that required a driver to stop his car, turn off the motor, and lead 

the frightened horse pass his car when he met any horse drawn vehicle. The old cars were very noisy and 
most horses were badly frightened by them.

I bought my first car in 1917; it was a one-door Ford sedan. It had a jump seat in the front for the last 
passenger in, and a little oval window in the back with curtains both the back and sides. It cost $550.00; 
included with the purchase price was a book of instructions on how to drive it. Most people were self-taught 
drivers. They took their car to a cut-over hay field and drove around it until they felt they could follow the 
same track. No one drove in the winter; cars were jacked up at the first snowfall and left until spring. There 
was no snow removal equipment then.

We have a 1923 autocamp site guide listing all of the camping places in the towns and cities. The nearest 
ones listed here in the Gratiot County area were Alma, Bay City and Midland. Midland is listed as having a 
population of 6,000, with a 30-acre campsite, and like other towns, with stoves, fuel, water and toilets. You 
can imagine how modern they were. The list of necessary items the book suggested to take on a pleasure 
or vacation trip included inner tubes, one spare rim, a tire pump, patches, blowout and repair kits, blowout 
shoes to lace on the outside of a tire casing, extra parts, grease, gasoline and an extra crankcase petcock. 
Other equipment suggested was for eating, sleeping and shelter. All cars had wide running boards with a 
luggage carrier piled full for a trip.

The headlights of the early Fords were not too reliable; most people carried a lantern along, just in case. 
When we went out to the dances, we had a chance to use the lantern often. I, being rather small, was put out 
on the motor hood to hold the lantern over the radiator. That way it didn’t shine back in the driver’s eyes. 
We always made it home although at times we were rather slow.

The roads were all sand and gravel. The “Clare Hill,” just north of Clare, was long and steep, with deep 
loose sand and gravel. If you could get over this hill with your car, you had a good one. Some of the cars 
then had an exposed clutch; when the clutch slipped, the driver got out and threw some sand in it to make 
it take hold, and then go over the hill.

Model T Fords did not have a fuel pump; instead, the gasoline flowed by gravity from a tank under the 
front seat. On a long, steep hill with low gas level in the tank, the gas would not feed to the motor. That 
problem was solved by turning the car around and backing up the hill. The transmission had low and reverse 
gears with equal speeds. The Clare Hill often required backing the car up all the way.

From: You Asked for it . . (1980)

EARLY AUTOMOBILES

Among that latter group to stay in the Elias House was Allan Pinkerton, General Joe Hooker, and Chief 
Justice Salmon Portland Chase. Though it remained a place where most anyone could come to test the waters. 

Sadly, heydays don’t last forever, and the mineral-spring attraction of St. Louis eventually ran its course. 
With the advance of modern medicine, mineral water would not be considered a “cure all” for too long. And 
perhaps the appeal for a healthy infusion getaway faded away. McMacken writes, “By 1960, however, signs 
were clear that the eating and traveling habits of Americans were undergoing some major changes. Motels, air 
travel, growing numbers of restaurants, and the interstate highway system sounded the death knell for the old 
hotels and their dining rooms.” 

Within a decade, the famed Park Hotel, by then closed and at one point infested with rats, had its furnishings 
auctioned off. Soon after, that grand old hotel would be razed. 

Historical significance
In 1999, Pam Carberry, then the library director, wanted to have a gazebo built on the grounds. She told the 

Herald on April 22 of that year, “We talked about doing it, but I hadn’t come across a design that I really liked. 
I wanted something different. Then City Manager Dennis Collison showed me an old postcard with a picture 
of the gazebo that used to be at the mineral springs. I knew that was it.”

Dick Gibson, a master craftsman, took on the task, challenged by the many angles of the original gabled well 
house he had to replicate. Later that spring, alongside the landscaping that would lend itself to such a photo-
graphic setting, the gazebo became that historic link to St. Louis past.

Fast forward 21 years and even the nod to history called for an upgrade. Freed Construction did the work this 
time. What stands today in full repair should look even better with the new stain and the summertime flowers 
just around the corner. 

For Little, who joined the library staff in 2003 and became director in 2008, the gazebo has always been 
outside her work window. “I was involved with the repairs along the way,” she said. “I also learned some of 
the history through David McMacken, who was president of the Library Board for years.”

To others, many of whom have passed on themselves, the cultural significance cannot be overstated. Mc-
Macken, who died in 2019, seemingly left the reminder by writing, “Over the years St. Louis became the 
destination of thousands seeking physical healing, rest, and relaxation. When the baths faded in popularity, the 
famed duckling dinners drew diners by the hundreds. The Magnetic Mineral Springs and Park Hotel are the 
cornerstone of St. Louis’ history. It is a story that deserves to be remembered.”

The Bath House of the Park Hotel, shown here in 1870, offered reception rooms and facilities to provide 
500 baths a day.

GAzEBO continued from page 3
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