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As you travel on the Tittabawassee River, you’re connected to an amazing network of streams and rivers that 

flow over the entire Great Lakes Bay region. Covering an area of nearly 8,700 square miles, the Saginaw Bay 

Watershed touches all or part of 22 Michigan counties. The entire watershed contains 7,000 miles of rivers 

and streams, is home to 1.4 million people, and provides habitat for a great diversity of wildlife. Our local 

communities rely on this watershed for drinking water, irrigation, electrical power, industry, and recreation. 

The Saginaw Bay watershed is the largest in Michigan, and one of the biggest in North America. 

 

The Tittabawassee River gets it start near West Branch and flows for 72 miles until it reaches the Saginaw 

River. Along the way, smaller waterways feed the main stream, including the Chippewa River here at 

downtown Midland. Stand on the Tridge and watch the swirling waters of these two rivers merge as they flow 

toward Saginaw. Once the Tittabawassee joins the Saginaw River, the water continues to Saginaw Bay in Lake 

Huron, eventually flowing through the St. Lawrence River until it joins the Atlantic Ocean.  

 

Like many place names in Michigan, the word 

Tittabawassee is of Native American origin. The 

word roughly translates from the Chippewa or 

Ojibwa language to the “river that follows the 

shore”.  

 
For thousands of years, Native Americans lived 
in villages on local riverbanks where they 
planted corn, hunted game and crafted 
birchbark and dugout canoes. As they paddled 
these watery highways they caught many fish, 
including huge Lake Sturgeon which swam 
upstream to spawn each spring. You can learn 
more about Native lifeways at Chippewa 
Nature Center, the Midland County Historical Society, and the Ziibiwing Cultural Center in Mt. Pleasant.  
 
In the 1820s, fur traders traveled by canoe to Midland and built two trading posts near the “Little Forks” of the 
Tittabawassee and Chippewa Rivers. They were in use until 1840 when the American Fur Company left 
Michigan, moving its operations to the Pacific Northwest.  
 
The first steamboat on our watershed arrived at Saginaw in July of 1836. Piloted by Captain Rhodes, the 
Governor Marcy steamed up the Tittabawassee River two miles past Green Point, before turning around due 
to overhanging branches.  
 
In 1848, Saginaw residents built their own steamboat, specifically designed for travel on our shallow local 
waterways. The Buena Vista was built of sturdy oak timbers and other lumber cut at Emerson’s sawmill on the 
banks of the Saginaw River. It was a stern-wheeler, with a boiler at the bow and long cast-iron pipes running 
under the upper deck for the steam to reach its two rear engines. Settlers recalled that she was slow, 



awkward, “somewhat asthmatic” and noisy, but a 
favorite way of traveling on the river. The Buena Vista 
had no passenger cabin and contained rows of 
benches for seats 
 
In 1858, John Larkin built the first steamboat 
specifically for travel between Midland and Saginaw, 
aptly named the City of Midland. The side-wheeler 
was heavy, slow and not well-constructed, and 
became too warped for use. The following year Mr. 
Larkin also purchased the Belle Seymour, a flat-
bottomed steamboat built at Cleveland, Ohio.  
 
Captained by Warren Benson, the Belle Seymour was about 60 feet long by 21 feet wide and propelled by twin 
side wheels. It contained a main work deck, a hurricane deck cabin, wheel house and kitchen. Passengers paid 
a fare of 75 cents and male passengers often worked during their passage as deck hands. Stops were made 
anywhere a gang plank could be thrown to the shore between Midland and Saginaw. Midland’s main dock was 
just downstream from the Tridge on the north bank of the Tittabawassee River. The trip from Midland to 
Saginaw could be made in a few hours, but the return trip upstream often took from 11pm until the morning 
of the following day. Many early settlers fondly recalled riding the Belle Seymour up the river as they first 
moved to the small lumber town of Midland. Other steamboats that operated in the Saginaw Valley at this 
time included the Forest Queen, Huron, Ariel, Little Nell and Barleycorn.  
 
In the mid-1860s, lumbering operations expanded and conducted massive log drives on local rivers, making 
steamboat traffic impossible for much of the year. After the Pere Marquette Railroad reached Midland in 
1867, commercial steamboat traffic permanently stopped on the Tittabawassee River.  
 
Today, we hope you enjoy your riverboat ride in the style of settlers, lumbermen and farmers who arrived in 
Midland 150 years ago. 

Buena Vista steamboat in East Saginaw, 1849 


