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LOOKING FORWARD
Bonne Terre has a rich history and strives to preserve its past while looking toward the future.

Early French miners who worked the
area called the soil bonne terre or “rich 
earth.” Here, lead could be found sitting 

on the surface, so charged with minerals that 
two men might wash out a thousand pounds a 
day. “Bonne Terre: Good Earth, Good People,” 
citizens like to say today when describing their 
town. The coupling of lead on the ground with 
the people who mined it some 150 years ago tells 
two stories: the growth of the town and St. Joe 
Lead Company are forever linked.

THE PAST
Bonne Terre and St. Joseph Lead Company 
began their history together in 1864, when St. 
Joe was incorporated in New York City and 
Bonne Terre’s small settlement of rude cabins 
became its focal point. The success of each 
contributed to the other’s fortunes, forged by 
an enterprising cast of characters whose vision 
proved that what creative people with initiative 
and dedication bring to a town today will make 
it what it is tomorrow.

A young lawyer named J. Wyman Jones 
had accepted a block of St. Joe stock as partial 
settlement for a debt owed. At an early stock 
holders meeting of the new company, Mr. Jones 
was asked to visit the mines in Missouri. Upon 
returning to New York with his report, he was 
asked to assume the presidency of St. Joe Lead 
Company. 

In 1866, Jones traveled to North Hampton, 
Massachusetts, for vacation and rest. There, 

he met Dr. Charles Bunyan Parsons, a dentist 
from Michigan who would become the mine 
manager and move his family to the area now 
known as Bonne Terre. 

The determination of these two men—and 
others like them who moved their families and 
fortunes to an isolated spot with muddy streets 
and crude dwellings—found a connection with 
the industry and pride of its citizens. 

Together, transplanted easterners and 
Missouri natives began to build a town. They 
set wide streets lined with trees, hard maples, 
so that the town’s autumn would be as lovely as 
those enjoyed in New England. 

Along with many other company towns, St. 
Joe developed a paternalistic stance toward 
Bonne Terre. A company store was established 
in 1865 and lasted well into the next century. The 
town developed as a community sensitive to life 
outside of mining. St. Joe developed a symphony 
orchestra and actively sought musicians.

The pride, ingenuity, and generous spirit 
evident at the birth of Bonne Terre created many 
of the attitudes and institutions that remain 
today. In 1867, for example, Jones and Parsons, 
joined by other major stockholders, donated 
books from their own libraries to start a lending 
program for the community. Christened the  
St. Joe Reading Room, it was housed in one of 
the many company buildings near the main 
offices at Allen and Main Streets. Jones’s son 
Dwight, who succeeded his father as St. Joe’s 
president, donated funds to erect a new library, 
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now one of the five oldest libraries in the state, 
dedicated to his father's memory. In 1907, Mrs. 
Dwight Jones presented a grandfather clock 
to the library that still stands in the entrance, 
still marking the passing time. A portrait of 
J. Wyman Jones hangs over the mantel in the 
library's reading room.

The health and welfare of the people has 
remained an integral part of the vision for the 
town’s future. In 1883, St. Joe built an infirmary 
for company personnel, charging families just 

$1 and single men 50 cents a month for health 
care. Around 1894 a hospital was built on Allen 
and School Streets that boasted electric lights. 
Expanded in 1910 at a cost of $75,000, a new 
hospital was constructed by St. Joe on Lake 
Drive. When its doors opened in 1911, it became 
the first hospital between Cape Girardeau 
and St. Louis and remained so well into the 
twentieth-century.

St. Joe turned the hospital over to the 
community in 1963. In 1984, the hospital became 
affiliated with Christian Health Services in St. 

Louis and in 1992 merged with the Farmington 
Community Hospital to become Parkland 
Health Center, an affiliate of BJC Health Care. 

THE PRESENT 
In 1995, the new $4 million facility opened, 
serving the public as a primary care facility. The 
previous site of the Bonne Terre Hospital was 
purchased and transformed into St. Joe Manor, 
offering assisted living units, skilled nursing 
care, and a specialized wing for Alzheimers and 
Dementia residents (all Medicare/Medicaid 
approved). Residents enjoy an enclosed outdoor 
garden, comfortable living areas for visitors, 
large dining areas, and spacious private rooms, 
in addition to music therapy, church services, 
and special activities and events to enhance 
personal interests. This facility, the hospital, 
and the library—retained, refurbished, and 
reinvented—continue to be  valuable parts of 
the community. 

Though many of the maple trees planted to 
line the streets of town have died, some remain, 
and others have been replaced, so that autumn 
is still beautiful. The homes and offices St. Joe 
built for its company executives survive today, 
now all privately owned.

Cultural pursuits continue to thrive thanks 
to the enterprising spirit that remains active. 
Each summer for the past 20 years, the Big 
River Chautauqua organization brings famous 
speakers to town who discuss American history, 
philosophy, science, literature, and other arts. 

Begun by Joe Layden and Sherry Gremminger 
in 1995, the Big River Chautauqua has been 
recognized as the longest running privately 
funded Chautauqua west of the Mississippi.

School and government continue to grow, 
invested in as before by looking toward the 
future. In doing so, these institutions reflect 
Bonne Terre’s awareness of the need for change, 
coupled with pride and a desire to retain the 
town’s heritage.

The old Bonne Terre High School, an iconic 
building dear to the hearts of its alumni,  
was purchased by local businessman Sharo 
Shirshekan. Following his multi-million dollar 
renovation of the school and athletic field, Mr. 
Shirshekan sold the facility to the city for $1.

Bonne Terre’s tradition of creative vision 
was put to the test when the mines closed for 
good in 1962. The lower levels filled with water, 
turning the world’s largest underground mine 
into the world’s largest underground lake. From 
its vaunted status as the largest lead-producing 
works in the world—mining, milling, and 
producing 1,000 pigs of lead per day—Bonne 
Terre’s mines were no longer the mainstay of 
the town’s economy. For the first time in its 
history, Bonne Terre’s future would not be 
shaped by the lead company. 

The entrepreneurial spirit asserting itself once 
again, Bonne Terre retained and readjusted. The 
old lead mines became a tourist attraction that 
National Geographic calls “One of America’s Top 
100 Greatest Adventures.” The town negotiated 
with the state to host a new prison, which is one 
of the largest employers in the county today.

THE FUTURE
Always cognizant of the founding citizens, one 
wonders if those hardy souls would be puzzled 
by what they see in place of the lead company 
efforts: from mines to mining attractions, from 
hospitals to nursing homes, from sinkholes and 
cattle ground to the state’s largest correctional 
facility. 

They would recognize many of the stately 
homes, the offices, the early churches, and 
those maple trees they lovingly planted. But best 
of all, the founders would recognize that same 
character, vision, and generosity of the many 
who followed them to an isolated spot with 
muddy streets to make a future for themselves 
and their families.

St. Joe Manor, the hospital, and the 
library—retained, refurbished, and 

reinvented—continue to be a valuable 
part of the community. 
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