
From her home perched on a bluff near town, Sallie Snyder can see a sliver of 
the Indian River from her living room window, a small portion of water just 
below the Green Docks. She can see a bit of the Indian River golf course as 
well, her view of the first hole hindered only by a stand of mature pine and oak 
trees. 

“It would be a little farther upstream from here,” Snyder says pointing out her 
living room window. “It would cross the river here and continue along 
Chippewa Beach Road.”

Snyder is talking about what could have been an expressway — Interstate 75, 
in fact — constructed, quite literally, through her backyard. 

If I-75 had been constructed on the route initially proposed by the Michigan 
State Highway Department in 1956, Indian River would look very little like it 
does today. 

Imagine an interstate cutting through the heart of Indian River — first coming 
behind Inland Lakes High School before veering through the entrance of Burt 
Lake State Park, across the Sturgeon River behind Wilson’s Rivers Edge and 
through the Ken’s Village Market parking lot before slicing through the rows 
of homes between South Straits Highway and Burt Lake, paralleling our 
downtown business district. 

The proposed expressway would continue by crossing the Indian River next to 
the Pinehurst Inn before ultimately severing the Indian River Golf Course right 
through its center, passing the Oakhill Cemetary and the current driving range 
and veering east to connect north of the current I-75 bridge over the Indian 
River. 

Fortunately, the expressway didn’t end up where Snyder was pointing nor 
where it was initially proposed, but it was unbelievably close — a fact that 
many residents of Indian River likely don’t know. 

“Just try to envision this: I-75 was going to cross very close to where the Green 
Docks are,” Snyder, who is currently working on an historical publication 
about Indian River with the Indian River Women’s Club, said. “Could you 



imagine this town if we had I-75 elevated 20 feet in the air, 200 feet wide 
going through town? We’d live under the freeway.”

Thanks to a group of concerned citizens known then as the Tuscarora 
Township Taxpayers Association (TTTA) — in addition to a number of other 
residents unaffiliated with the group — Indian River ended up with an 
expressway just outside of its downtown. The TTTA was based, interestingly 
enough, out of Toledo, Ohio, but they found a collective interest in Indian 
River (many were homeowners at Columbus Beach) and their summer homes 
on Burt Lake that they didn’t want to see what an expressway through the heart 
of town would do to their beloved Up North paradise.

“From a purely practical standpoint, there is no apparent logical reasoning 
supporting the proposed route. Is there some strong supporting influence 
behind the route through the Village that has not been made public?” A 
member of TTTA, Richard Jeffrey, asked in a letter to the residents of Indian 
River. The question shows just how little support — or reasoning, for that 
matter — that there was for the highway department’s initial proposition for 
I-75’s route through Indian River. 

So, TTTA — along with other Indian River residents — asked the highway 
department for an alternative in the spring of 1956. The highway department 
had suggested that if residents of Indian River couldn’t come up with a 
resolution soon, I-75 could bypass Indian River completely, as the highway 
department could just as easily construct the north-south thoroughfare through 
Alanson and the west side of Burt Lake.

“The residents were smart enough to figure out that if they were to bypass 
Indian River, the town would die,” Snyder said. “They didn’t see another 
alternative though. So this other group (TTTA) stepped up and said ‘Wait, if 
we put it through the middle of Indian River, what we’re talking about is a 
roadway 20 feet in the air with an easement that would be 200 feet wide.’

“They could see that this would destroy the town.” 

The next question for both Indian River residents and the highway department 
was if another alternative was not only possible, but feasible. The way they 



saw it, constructing the expressway 12 miles to the west would all but 
eradicate the economic stability of Indian River, while an expressway through 
the center of town would lessen property values and effectively ruin all that 
had made Indian River the resort town that it was. 

Letters between Jeffrey (who lived in Columbus, Ohio but paid property taxes 
in Indian River) and Roland Miller (also of Columbus, president of the Central 
Ohio Paper Company and taxpayer in Indian River), imply that Miller was the 
first to come up with the current route that I-75 follows through Indian River. 

“I thought yesterday coming back from lunch of an idea that might appeal to 
Jim (Newell, attorney for TTTA),” Miller said in his correspondence with 
Jeffrey in February, 1956. “Sorry that I didn’t think about it sooner or that no 
one else had thought about it...but if the thoroughfare could be built east of the 
railroad tracks, the exit...would be very close to the center of Indian River.”

This appears to be the first mentioning of the current route of I-75. 

By spring of 1956, the TTTA had informed the highway department of 
Miller’s idea, but with an alternative of their own: the highway department 
could continue the construction on I-75, but only on the sections north and 
south of Indian River, so as to buy the residents of Indian River some time in 
lobbying for their new alternative. The Mackinac Bridge would be completed 
soon, and residents knew that through-traffic to see the new bridge would no 
doubt benefit Indian River businesses. A section of I-75 was built from 
Mackinaw City to Topinabee, and from Gaylord south — completely skipping 
over Indian River. 

“They figured if they (built the section) from Mackinaw to just south of 
Topinabee, it would buy them some time (for lobbying),” Snyder said. “So the 
TTTA convinced the highway department to stop the construction of I-75 
where exit 313 is currently located and instead of building that section of 
expressway through Indian River, people would get off at exit 313, drive Old 
27 South to Gaylord and hop back on the expressway there.”

That was in the later months of 1956. By 1961, TTTA, Indian River residents 
and a bit of political pressure had successfully convinced the highway 



department to construct the highway in its current place, which runs east of 
Indian River from exit 313 to exit 310. It was constructed that year using 
gravel from the former Griswold Mountain Ski Area, which closed in 1960 
after 10 years of operation, having been depleted of all that had made it a 
“mountain.” 

Though only verified by rumor, the decision to construct the expressway in its 
current route was said to have come after increased pressure from the 
Michigan governor at the time, Sopi Williams, who was getting pressure from 
the Ohio governor at the time. 

“So the governor of Michigan stepped in and simply said that no, it would not 
go through town, it will go east of town,” Snyder said. “So four years (after the 
initial proposal), they had the dedication and opening of I-75 from 313 to exit 
310. You could finally take I-75 straight through Indian River.”


