BRIEF HISTORY OF ST. LOUIS

In 1764, Pierre Laclede and Auguste Chouteau established a fur trading post near the confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers.  The city was named after the Crusader King Saint Louis IX, the patron saint of King Louis XV – the reigning French monarch.  Impressed by this site’s central location, abundant timber and building stone, fresh water, and enough elevation to protect the city from flooding, Laclede assigned the job of establishing the settlement to Auguste Chouteau.  Chouteau was the 14-year-old son of Madame Marie Chouteau and half brother to the four children by Laclede and Madame Chouteau.  Laclede platted the place for the first Mass and where the Cathedral was to be built.  Today, this is still the site of what St. Louisians refer to as the Old Cathedral.  This piece of land has never been sold.  It was claimed for the archdiocese and still belongs to the archdiocese.
Due to an arrangement between France and Spain, the territory west of the Mississippi belonged to Spain with the agreement it would be returned to France when demanded.  In 1804, St. Louis was chosen for the ceremony to transfer the upper Louisiana Territory from Spain to France to the United States.  The Louisiana Purchase was made for $15 million and more than doubled the size of the United States.  Thomas Jefferson was President of the United States at the time of the purchase.  He commissioned Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to embark on an expedition to find a trade route by water to the Pacific and to establish trade with the native inhabitants.  They and their Corp of Discovery departed for the St. Louis area to explore the new territory.  Later as more expeditions departed west, St. Louis became the last stop for supplies and “The Gateway to the West.”
Captain Jacob Reed brought the “Pike” up the Mississippi in 1817.  This first steamboat led the way for a prosperous river trade.  Bishop Louis W. V. DuBourg arrived in 1818.  He started a brick cathedral and a college that would grow into St. Louis University fourteen years later.  Missouri became a state in 1821 and entered the United States as a slave state as part of the Missouri Comprise.  All paperwork was completed to make St. Louis a city in 1822, and St. Louis formally became a city in 1823.  She continued to grow as a trade center and with the influx of immigrants, the population soared.

In 1846, Dred Scott, a local slave, sued for his freedom.  His owner had taken him for a while to free territory.  He opened his case in the new Greek Revival style St. Louis Courthouse.  He lost; however, he sought a second trial and won in 1850.  The Missouri Supreme Court overturned the decision in 1852, and the case went to Washington.  The March 1857, decision of the U.S. Supreme Court divided the nation and the region.  Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney ruled that Dred Scott was not a citizen and therefore could not sue.  He also ruled that Congress lacked the power to exclude slavery from the territories.  This decision rendered the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional.  These decisions as well as other factors ultimately led to the Civil War.

Disaster hit the city in 1849.  The dread cholera came on immigrant ships to New Orleans, and the steamboats carried it into the interior.  The epidemic started slowly in January with 6 deaths.  By mid-August, the epidemic had run its course and left approximately 7,000 dead.  During the epidemic, another disaster struck.  On the night of May 17th, the “White Cloud”, a Missouri River steamboat moored at the foot of Franklin Ave. caught fire.  The flames leapt to the “Edward Bates.”  Normally when a fire occurred, the steamboat men would push the burning vessel out into the river.  However, there was a strong wind that night and it pushed the “Edward Bates” back into shore and into the other docked boats.  Twenty-three boats caught fire, and the wind drove the flames into the city.
All St. Louis fire companies in 1849, were made up of volunteers.  They had meager equipment and soon lost control of the fire.  Firemen brought gunpowder from the Arsenal south of the city to clear a safety belt in front of the fire.  They hoped to keep the fire from reaching the cathedral at Third and Walnut and other important buildings.  During this maneuver, a keg of powder exploded and killed Captain Thomas Targee of the Missouri Fire Company.  Eventually the fire destroyed 400 buildings, 15 city blocks and 23 steamboats.  Appraisers later estimated the losses at close to $6 million.
To facilitate trade, most prominent St. Louis businessmen supported the Union Pacific Railroad and plans progressed to develop a train line from St. Louis west.  On November 1, 1855, a special train of 14 cars left St. Louis to complete the first run to Jefferson City.  It never reached the state capital.  With 600 dignitaries aboard, ten of the cars plunged down the bank when the trestle over the Gasconade River collapsed.  The survivors and lucky investors who stayed home continued to support the now named Missouri Pacific Railroad.  

After building the gunboats that made Grant’s conquest of the Lower Mississippi possible, James B. Eads decided it was time to bring the railroad from Illinois to St. Louis.  The magnificent structure was dedicated July 4, 1874.  The bridge tied the City to the East and brought trade from the river to the rails.  Union Station was built by 1894 and by 1900 St. Louis was the fourth largest city in the United States.
The Louisiana Purchase Exposition – more commonly known as the 1904 World’s Fair- brought the world to St. Louis.  Sixty nations participated in the Fair. The Fairgrounds were located in Forest Park.  President Theodore Roosevelt opened the Fair from Washington D.C. on April 30th by “flicking” a switch that turned on the electricity.  John Phillip Sousa and his band played the World’s Fair Hymn.  Food popularized at the Fair were: ice cream cone, hot dogs, and iced tea.  The Fair lasted 7 months and is the only Fair to make a profit.  The proceeds of the Fair were used to build Jefferson Memorial (History Museum), World’s Fair Pavilion and a bronze statue of St. Louis which symbolized the City until the Gateway Arch was completed in 1965.
