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Blissful Ignorance

Spread of toxic chemicals remains a
dilemma years after contamination
CHLOE BAKER
• Web Editor •
SARAH LOCKE
• Staff Reporter •

In the 1920s, the town of Times Beach was
created as a small resort community. Later, it
became a small, cozy community of permanent
residents. But in 1982, that paradise changed when
residents were forced to evacuate.
The town, along with several others, hired Russell
Bliss, a waste hauler, to spray oil on the dirt roads to
prevent dust from rising from 1972 to 1976.
However, unbeknownst to Times Beach residents,
Bliss was also hired by another party to dispose
of a toxic chemical mix. The oil he sprayed on the
roads of Times Beach, several horse arenas and his
own Strecker Road property was laced with this
chemical waste that included a substance called
dioxin.
In a CNN interview in 1997, Bliss denied having
any knowledge of the dangerous chemicals found
inside the oil that he sprayed.
“The only thing I knew I was spraying was waste
oil. The people in the factory in Verona were
running around in cutoff shorts, a lot of them wore
sandals—there’s goo on the floor— this residue,
and I never had the slightest idea,” Bliss said.
The National Institute of Environmental Health
Sciences (NIEHS) defines dioxins as “a family
of compounds that share distinct chemical
structures and characteristics. Numerous dioxinlike compounds have been identified that are
considered to have significant toxicity and can
cause disease.”
Labeled as a carcinogen, dioxin is known
for causing cancer. The Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) has also linked dioxin
to “reproductive and developmental problems,
damage to the immune system, and [interference]
with hormones.”
The most toxic form of dioxin is found in Agent
• photo by JACK WEAVER

Orange, an herbicide used by the United States
military during the Vietnam War to remove the
dense foliage of the terrain. Bliss obtained the
chemical waste from a plant in Verona, Missouri
where Agent Orange was manufactured.
Bliss sprayed the preventative chemical on
countless areas in an attempt to manage dust,
including several ranches and stables throughout
Missouri.
In 1971, Judy Piatt, the owner of horse stables
north of Wentzville, connected the deaths of
about 50 of her horses and the illness of her young
daughters to the oil sprayed on her property
repeatedly by Bliss. Piatt then launched her own
investigation into Bliss and composed a list of
about 16 sites where she had witnessed him
spraying oil.
It was through the urgings of concerned citizens
like Piatt that the EPA began an investigation into
the soils and properties Bliss sprayed, one property
being the town of Times Beach, which is near
Eureka. In 1982, the citizens of Times Beach were
notified that their small town was contaminated,
and were advised to evacuate. The soil was tested
and it ultimately had to be incinerated by the EPA.
This may seem like a problem of the distant past,
but it is something the Lafayette community still
has a connection to.
A major area polluted by Bliss was his own
Strecker Road property and a few properties nearby,
all within the Rockwood School District.
Bliss handled this chemical waste directly on his
ranch. Some dangerous chemicals were disposed
of in pits, buried in drums and in liquid wastes
that were dumped on the property along with
other properties he worked on. Two of the sites
are located off Strecker Road, two of which are
adjacent to Englebrook Farms and Strecker Farms,
streets that fall within Lafayette’s borders.
“I think it is really scary [to live that close to the
site],” sophomore Pooja Reddy said.
According to the 2018 annual report released by
the Missouri Department of Natural Resources, the
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section of his property containing his barn
is located at 149 Strecker Road, Ellisville,
however, the rest of the contaminated area
is located in Wildwood as the city line falls in
the middle of the property.
The report also says Jerry Russell Bliss is
still the owner of 149 Strecker Road along
with portions of SW 1/4, NW 1/4, Sec. 32, T.
45N, R. 4E, Manchester Quadrangle.
According to the report, “the 1-acre
property contains a residence, and the
northwest parcel is a vacant grass and
wooded area; all are owned by at least Mr.
Bliss.”
In 1980, the Missouri Department of
Natural Resources received information
from an eyewitness that saw drums being
buried near a barn.
An investigation proved these drums to
be filled with toxic waste.
These local sites have been linked to the
chemical Bliss sprayed in Times Beach and
other places throughout Missouri.

EPA Clean up Efforts

Three non-contiguous units, the Bliss
property, the Callahan property and the
Rosalie property are collectively called the
Ellisville Superfund Site.
Laura Price, the Remedial Project
Manager for the Ellisville site, said a
Superfund Site is defined as “a site that
typically does not have a responsible party
still there to clean up the contaminated site,
and that’s when the government steps in to
clean it up.”
This site has been on the EPA’s National
Priority List (NPL) since Sept. 8, 1983. Since
the 1980s, the EPA has done many things in
order to clean up the properties.
“We’ve done removal actions, excavated
the soil, burned it and they brought in fresh
soil. They had multiple investigations to
determine where the contamination was
at, and they’ve been doing groundwater
investigations since then,” Price said.
According to the report issued by the
Missouri Department of Natural Resources,
in 1996, the EPA completed a Removal
Action, they removed a total of 24,478 tons
of dioxin contaminated soil, 581 tons of soil
contaminated with other chemicals and 480
buried feet of formerly contaminated areas.
In July 2017, the Callahan property was
removed from the Superfund NPL; however,
it remains uninhabited.
Despite efforts to clean and restore
these sites, many are still unconvinced they
are safe for people, including former city
council member and founder of the Times
Beach Action Group, Steve Taylor.
“Environmentally, I think that Bliss’ activity
has not been cleaned up satisfactorily yet.
It never will be given the extent of it and

Directly off of Strecker Road sits the Bliss-Ellisville Superfund Site. Several houses used to sit at the front
of the property, which were torn down several years ago, leaving empty patches of land. The area now
contains several no trespassing signs as well as three monitoring wells put in by the EPA. • photo by JACK
WEAVER

the lack of urgency from the EPA and state
agencies,” Taylor said.

Health Concerns

Over the years, the sites have not only
been a controversial topic in city politics
but a concern for people in surrounding
neighborhoods.
Eric Woytus, an environmental scientist,
has lived in a neighborhood backing up
to the property for most of his life. He was
unaware of the dangerous chemicals that
lingered right in his own backyard until he
did his own investigation.
“People used to tell me about the area I
now know is a Superfund Site. They would
go to the creek beds to find ‘fun stuff’ like
tires, wheels and other random debris you
could build stuff with,” Eric said. “I knew it
was garbage left by farmers, but I never
would have imagined that the property was
contaminated with hazardous chemicals.”
When Eric’s parents bought their home
they don’t remember being notified about
the toxin in that area.
“That kind of stuff only happens in the
movies or in faraway towns. It didn’t seem
like such a site would exist in this safe,
affluent neighborhood,” he said.
Woytus said that is what inspired him to
pursue an environmental studies degree
and make a career out of environmentalism.
In 2008, the Image staff interviewed Kelly
Kramer, a Lafayette parent who lived in
Strecker Farms. Her son, Jay Thomas, Class
of 2003, was diagnosed with cancer his

junior year.
Kramer credits her son’s illness to dioxin
and does not believe the land is safe to
develop on.
Jessica Johnson, another LHS student, was
diagnosed with cancer and died at the age
of 18 after exposure to dioxin.
“Dioxin was dumped in areas nearby that
included a horse barn where Jessica spent
a great deal of time for over 10 years,” Vicky
Johnson, her mother, said to the Image staff
in 2008.
In a Facebook post, community member
Carl Altman shared how his best friend lived
where contractors unearthed the first buried
drums that led to the investigation of the
Bliss and Callahan sites.
His friend used to hike in Caulks Creek
multiple times a week, a creek where runoff
from the sites leaked. However, his friend
had no idea that the EPA was conducting a
cleanup just a few miles upstream.
“I remember coming over to his house,
and he was in the yard with the garden hose
scrubbing mud off of his boots with his
hands,” Altman said.
Altman’s friend developed leukemia and
died at the age of 23 in 2002.
“I have no way of knowing whether
benzene and dioxin from the Bliss site killed
my friend. But I know that the combination
has been linked to leukemia and bone
cancers. I know my friend was not the only
one who was exposed to that creek and
developed leukemia,” Altman said.
Despite these stories of people exposed
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to dioxin getting sick, along with dozens of
others, the Center for Disease Control (CDC)
has not officially announced these areas as
cancer clusters.
The CDC defines a cancer cluster as “a
greater-than-expected number of cancer
cases that occurs within a group of people
in a geographic area over a period of time.”
Because of this, there is no definite way to
link the exposure of dioxin to those around
the area who developed extremely rare
forms of cancer and illnesses. However, in
other cases, dioxin is known to cause cancer.
“All I can talk about is anecdotals. There
are stories of children who had played
on the property together and several of
them had developed the same rare form
of leukemia together. Physically, it would
seem amirante, but that being said, there is
really no official study, so I can’t say with any
scientific certainty,” Taylor said.
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Development Concerns

Although concerns remain by some that
the land is not safe to live on, a request to
start building 23 single family homes on the
Ellisville Superfund Site by developer Wesley
Byrne of Byrne Builders has been heavily
debated by the City of Wildwood Planning
and Zoning Commission, City Council and
various community members.
Originally proposed over 11 years ago,
the development was almost approved,
according to former City Council member
Tammy Shea.
“They were going to give the final
approval to it, but a woman came forward
who lives in an adjacent subdivision. She
gave her story of her son’s cancer and his
friend who ultimately succumbed to cancer
before he graduated high school,” Shea said.
Her son and his friend unknowingly
played in a creek that was the cumulation of
various streams from the toxic properties.
“She came forward with her testimony
and it was a very compelling story, so
instead of signing the document, they made
a moratorium on the site development,”
Shea said.
A moratorium, or hold, placed on the
request has been repeatedly extended for
the past 11 years.
Once again, debate surrounding possible
residential developments in the area
has been sparked, but most community
members are extremely opposed.
At the Sept. 23 Wildwood City Council
meeting, Barbara, Eric’s mother, spoke and
said, “I would be comfortable if the Callahan
subsite was developed into something like
a golf course, driving range, or some kind
of industrial facility. This would mean not
exposing people to any existing hazards on
a daily basis.”
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1 • Discovered in the 1980s by the EPA, the Bliss
property was once home to a functioning horse
ranch. The site also sits adjacent to Englebrook
Drive and Strecker Farms Court. According to
the EPA, runoff from this site had been found in
Caulks Creek, which runs behind several other
neighborhoods in the area. • photo by JACK
WEAVER 2 • The Callahan property, sitting directly
across from the Bliss property on Strecker Road,
was removed from the EPA’s Superfund list during
July 2017 per the request of the owner. This site
lands adjacent to Englebrook Drive. • photo by
JACK WEAVER

How Close Are We?
The Bliss Property is...
2
Community members are very skeptical
of the safety of living on the property for the
potential homeowners. Most inhabitants
of the surrounding neighborhoods were
unaware of the Ellisville Superfund Site
when they purchased their homes.
“When my parents bought the house, the
people who were supposed to tell them
about the landfill never did,” Reddy said.
It is clear many believe hypothetical
future homeowners should be aware of
the Ellisville Superfund Site, and that more
should be informed on the site’s history.
“If they do [build], I think that people
need to know what that site used to be. It
should be up to the individuals and not [the
builders],” Taylor said.
At the Sept. 23 meeting, a motion was
made and passed to prepare legislation to
extend the moratorium.

1

minute from Englebrook Drive

1

minute from Strecker Farms
Court

3

minutes from Ellisville
Elementary School

5

minutes from Crestview
Middle School

5

minutes from Silky’s Frozen
Custard

6

minutes from Lafayette High
School

