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Bitter Legacy 

The story of the PBB poisoning in Michigan is not just a historical event; it is a living, breathing legacy that continues to shape the lives of those who were affected. Unlike the movie 'Bitter Harvest', which focused on the immediate aftermath of the 1973 cattle feed contamination, 'Bitter Legacy' is a deeply personal account of what it means to survive—not just the initial crisis, but the lifelong consequences that followed. This is not a story about triumph over adversity; it is a story about enduring, adapting, and finding meaning in a life forever altered by a preventable tragedy.  

My name is Christopher Lee Roeters, and I am one of the prenatal victims of the PBB poisoning. My story begins before I was even born, in the womb of my mother, who unknowingly consumed contaminated dairy products during her pregnancy. Like thousands of others in Michigan, she had no idea that the milk she drank, the butter she spread on her toast, and the cheese she enjoyed were laced with polybrominated biphenyls—a toxic chemical mistakenly mixed into cattle feed. By the time the error was discovered, it was too late. The poison had already entered the food chain, affecting not only the cattle but also the people who consumed their products.  

The immediate effects of the poisoning were devastating. Thousands of cattle died, their bodies riddled with tumors and lesions. Tens of thousands of bald eagles, consuming water that had contact with the ground water of which the buried cattle affected, also perished. But the human toll was far more insidious. Unborn children, like me, were exposed to PBBs during critical stages of development. Many did not survive. Those of us who did were left with a legacy of health problems that would haunt us for the rest of our lives.  

My earliest memories are not of playgrounds or birthday parties, but of doctor’s offices and hospital rooms. As a child, I was plagued by a host of medical issues that no one could fully explain. I suffered from chronic fatigue, frequent infections, and developmental delays. My immune system seemed to be perpetually on the verge of collapse, and my parents were told that I would likely never lead a “normal” life.  

Doctors were baffled by my condition. At the time, the long-term effects of prenatal PBB exposure were not well understood. It wasn’t until years later, when researchers began to connect the dots between the poisoning and the health problems of those exposed, that my symptoms started to make sense. By then, the damage had already been done.  

Growing up, I was acutely aware that I was different from other children. While my peers were running and playing, I was often too weak to join them. I missed countless days of school due to illness, and I struggled to keep up with my classmates academically. The physical toll of my condition was compounded by the emotional burden of feeling like an outsider. I didn’t understand why I was so sick, and neither did anyone else.  

As I grew older, I became determined to understand the root cause of my health problems. With a little research I found out about the PBB poisoning, but it wasn’t until I began researching the incident myself that I fully grasped its magnitude. I learned about the chemical plant where the mistake had occurred, the identical bags of feed supplement and fire retardant that had been stacked side by side, and the catastrophic chain of events that followed.  

I also learned about the failures of the system that allowed the contamination to go unnoticed for so long. State authorities, fearing panic, delayed going public with the facts. As a result, people continued to consume contaminated dairy products for months, even after the problem had been identified. The consequences of this delay were far-reaching and, in many cases, irreversible.  

Reading about the incident was both enlightening and infuriating. On one hand, it gave me a sense of validation. For the first time, I had a plausible explanation for my health problems. On the other hand, it filled me with anger. How could such a mistake have happened? Why weren’t more precautions in place to prevent it? And why had it taken so long for the truth to come to light?  

The PBB poisoning was a wake-up call for many industries, leading to significant changes in how chemicals are handled, labeled, and tested. Bar coding and different packaging have made mix-ups far less likely, and advances in technology have improved our ability to detect harmful substances in food and the environment. Animal welfare practices have also evolved, with more humane methods of euthanasia now standard.  

But while these changes are important, they do little to ease the burden of those who were already affected. For people like me, the legacy of the poisoning is not just a historical footnote; it is a daily reality. The health problems I face are a constant reminder of the mistakes of the past, and the lessons learned have come at a great cost.  

This is not a story about overcoming adversity. It is a story about surviving—about learning to live with the hand you’ve been dealt, even when the odds are stacked against you. My life has been shaped by the PBB poisoning in ways that I am still discovering. Some days, the weight of it feels unbearable. Other days, I find strength in the knowledge that I am not alone.  

There are thousands of others like me—people who were exposed to PBBs prenatally or in early childhood, and who continue to grapple with the consequences. We are a community bound by a shared experience, united by a legacy that none of us chose but all of us must bear.  

The story of the PBB poisoning is not just a cautionary tale; it is a call to action. It is a reminder that the choices we make—or fail to make—can have far-reaching consequences. It is a plea for greater transparency, accountability, and compassion in the face of crisis. And it is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, even in the face of unimaginable challenges.  

As I write this, I am acutely aware that my story is just one of many. There are countless others who have been affected by the PBB poisoning, each with their own unique experiences and perspectives. My hope is that by sharing my story, I can shed light on the ongoing impact of this tragedy and inspire others to take action to prevent similar incidents in the future.  

The legacy of the PBB poisoning is a bitter one, but it is also a powerful reminder of the importance of vigilance, accountability, and compassion. It is a legacy that I will carry with me for the rest of my life, and one that I hope will serve as a lesson for generations to come.  

This is not just my story. It is our story. And it is far from over.  

—

[image: ]


As I reflect on my life and the challenges I have faced, I am reminded of the strength and resilience that have carried me through. The legacy of the PBB poisoning is a heavy one, but it is also a testament to the power of the human spirit. Despite the obstacles, I have found ways to adapt, to persevere, and to find meaning in my experiences.  

My hope is that 'Bitter Legacy' will serve as a reminder of the importance of learning from the past, and of the need to continue fighting for a safer, more just world. The lessons of the PBB poisoning are not just about preventing future tragedies; they are about honoring the lives of those who were affected, and ensuring that their stories are never forgotten.  

This is my legacy. This is our legacy. And it is one that I will continue to carry with pride.  

—
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The Bald Eagles: A Parallel Tragedy

The PBB poisoning did not only affect humans and livestock; it also had a devastating impact on wildlife, particularly the bald eagle population. Once treated as vermin and hunted to near extinction, bald eagles faced a new threat in the mid-20th century: human-made chemicals like DDT and PCBs.  

The Michigan Bald Eagle Biomonitoring Project, a 57-year effort to track toxic chemical levels in eagles, revealed the extent of the damage. Eagles near the Great Lakes had toxicity levels six times higher than those in other regions, leading to lower birth rates and a host of health problems. The project’s early research played a crucial role in raising awareness about the dangers of these chemicals and contributed to the eventual bans on DDT and PCBs in the 1970s.  

Michigan’s eagle population, which had dwindled to just 52 breeding pairs by 1961, began to recover following the bans and the establishment of protected habitats like the Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge. By 2019, the state was home to an estimated 900 breeding pairs—a testament to the resilience of nature when given a chance to heal.  

The story of the bald eagles serves as a poignant parallel to the human experience of the PBB poisoning. Both are stories of survival, resilience, and the enduring impact of human actions on the environment. And both serve as a reminder of the importance of vigilance, accountability, and compassion in the face of crisis.  

This is not just my story. It is our story. And it is far from over.
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​Chapter 1 
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I was born on May 24, 1973, in Traverse City, Michigan, at the Osteopathic hospital. My arrival into the world was marked by neither fanfare nor celebration, but rather by the quiet chaos of a family already unraveling. My biological mother, Sandy Williams, and my biological father, Lionel Lee Cryderman, were young and ill-prepared for the challenges of parenthood. They lived in Mancelona, a small town in northern Michigan, where the rolling hills and dense forests masked the turmoil within their home.  

I was the first of three children they would have together, and from the very beginning, my life was shaped by instability. My mother struggled with personal issues that spilled over into her marriage, creating a volatile environment. Arguments were frequent, and the tension between my parents was palpable. Child Protective Services became a recurring presence in our lives, intervening multiple times to remove me and my younger siblings from the home. By the time I was three and a half years old, I had already experienced more upheaval than most children do in a lifetime.  

In early 1977, I was placed in yet another foster home. This time, however, it would be different. This time, it would become permanent. Mary and Berend Roeters of Charlevoix, Michigan, opened their home to me, and though the formal adoption wouldn’t take place until I was around nine years old, they became my family from the moment I stepped through their door.  

The Roeters household was a bustling one. At the time I arrived, they were already fostering two other children: Earlene Jackson and Brian Brickner. Their only biological child, Berend Jr., was also part of the mix. As the youngest at just three and a half years old, I was the new addition to a family that was still figuring itself out.  

Mary and Berend were kind-hearted people who believed in providing a safe and nurturing environment for children in need. They took their role as foster parents seriously, offering stability and love to those who had known little of either. But fitting into this new family wasn’t easy for me. The scars of my early years ran deep, and I carried with me the weight of neglect and abuse that had marked my first few years of life.  

From an early age, it was clear that I was different. I struggled with learning and developmental issues that set me apart from other children my age. My speech was garbled and difficult to understand, a result of both hearing problems and the trauma I had endured. By the time I was four, hearing aids were installed, which helped improve my speech over time. But the damage had already been done. I was approximately two years behind my peers academically and socially, a gap that would take years to close.  

My health was another constant source of concern. I suffered from chronic stomach issues that left me feeling nauseous and weak much of the time. These symptoms were dismissed as childhood ailments, but in hindsight, they were likely early signs of the PBB poisoning that had affected me prenatally. Unfortunately, this connection wouldn’t be made until decades later, leaving my adoptive parents in the dark about the true cause of my struggles.  

Perhaps the most striking evidence of my troubled early years was the way I communicated. My adoptive mother, Mary, often recalled that when I first arrived in their home, it was as if I spoke my own language. I used repetitive words to describe specific objects or actions, a coping mechanism born out of neglect and abuse. It took time and patience for me to unlearn these habits and adapt to the world around me.  

Adjusting to life with the Roeters family was a slow and often painful process. While Mary and Berend did their best to provide a loving and stable environment, I struggled to feel like I belonged. My relationship with Brian, one of the other foster children, was particularly fraught. He was older and more assertive, and our interactions were often marked by conflict. But the problems with Brian went far beyond typical sibling rivalry.  

What I didn’t understand at the time, and what my adoptive parents were unaware of, was that Brian was sexually abusing both me and Berend Jr., the Roeters’ natural child. This abuse added another layer of trauma to an already fractured childhood. It was a secret I carried for years, too young to fully comprehend what was happening and too afraid to speak up. The shame and confusion I felt during that time only deepened my sense of isolation and made it even harder to trust those around me.  

Some of the conflicts between Brian and me stemmed from my health issues, which neither of us fully understood at the time. But the abuse was a shadow that loomed over everything, a hidden wound that would take years to heal. It wasn’t until much later in life that I began to process what had happened and understand the profound impact it had on me.  

The Roeters family’s frequent moves added another layer of complexity to my childhood. Berend’s job working for area hospitals took us from Michigan to Colorado, then to Alaska, and eventually back to Michigan. These moves disrupted any sense of continuity I might have had, making it difficult to form lasting friendships or feel rooted in one place. They also kept my adoptive parents from uncovering the truth about my prenatal exposure to PBB. By the time we returned to Michigan, I was an adult, and the damage had long since been done.  

Looking back, it’s clear that my early years were shaped by forces beyond my control. The neglect and abuse I experienced before entering the foster system left lasting scars, both physical and emotional. The PBB poisoning, though unknown to me at the time, added another layer of complexity to my struggles. It wasn’t until much later in life that I would begin to piece together the full picture of how these factors had shaped me.  

But even in the midst of these challenges, there were glimmers of hope. The Roeters family, despite their limitations, gave me a chance at a better life. They provided the stability and love I so desperately needed, even if they couldn’t fully understand the depth of my struggles. And though my journey has been far from easy, it is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit—a resilience that would carry me through the years to come.  

This is where my story begins: not with a clean slate, but with a fractured past and an uncertain future. It is a story of survival, of finding light in the darkest of places, and of learning to navigate a world that often feels stacked against you.  

—
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Many of the healtin problems I dealt with as a young child would have been much better understood by my adoptive parents if they had known about the PBB poisoning I had been exposed to prenatally. But because I was taken away from my biological family at such a young age, and because my adoptive parents moved frequently—first within Michigan and later, when I was 10 years old, to Colorado—there was no way for them to connect my symptoms to the poisoning. The effects of PBB on survivors weren’t thoroughly investigated until a few years after I was born, and by then, I was just one of many children scattered across the country, adopted into different families and relocated far from the epicenter of the crisis.  

The companies and agencies responsible for investigating the poisoning had no way of tracking me or my younger biological siblings, who had also been adopted into separate homes. As a result, my adoptive parents were left in the dark, grappling with a series of mysterious health issues that no one could fully explain.  

Most of my symptoms seemed, at first glance, like common childhood ailments. I suffered from chronic stomach issues, which were often dismissed as typical upset stomachs. My hearing problems were obvious from the start, and the resulting speech impediment was one of the first clues that something was wrong. But the most striking and visible sign that something was amiss was my complete inability to grow hair. From the day I was born to this very day, I have never been able to grow a single hair anywhere on my body. This unusual condition became the focus of countless medical tests and appointments, as my adoptive parents sought answers to a question no one could answer.  

By the time we moved to Colorado, there was still no widespread national news about the PBB poisoning in northern Michigan. My parents had no clue about the poisoning, and neither did the doctors who ran test after test, trying to figure out why I couldn’t grow hair. No one connected the dots between my stomach issues, hearing loss, inability to grow hair, and other problems like my brittle bones. I can’t count how many times I accidentally broke a tooth, separated a rib, or fractured other bones under circumstances that would have been harmless for any other child.  

While many of my symptoms were likely linked to PBB exposure, some were unrelated but equally misunderstood. For example, I was lactose intolerant, a condition my adoptive parents were unfamiliar with. They had fostered other children and, by the time we moved to Colorado, had two more natural children of their own—Meaghan and Pieter—but none of them had experienced lactose intolerance. It’s possible that the PBB poisoning exacerbated this condition, though I’ve never found any research to confirm a direct link.  

Another obvious issue was my inability to gain much body weight. No matter how much I ate, I remained thin and frail, a fact that worried my parents and baffled doctors. Combined with my other symptoms, it painted a picture of a child whose body was fundamentally different, though no one could say why.  

My adoptive parents did everything they could to help me. They pushed for tests, sought out specialists, and never stopped looking for answers. But without knowledge of the PBB poisoning, they were fighting a battle without all the necessary information. The doctors we saw were equally perplexed, focusing on individual symptoms rather than seeing the bigger picture.  

It wassn’t until much later in life, when I began researching the PBB crisis and its long-term effects, that I started to understand the root causes of my health issues. By then, the damage had been done, and I had spent decades grappling with the physical and emotional toll of a condition no one had diagnosed.  

Looking back, it’s clear that my early years were shaped by forces beyond my control. The PBB poisoning, combined with the neglect and abuse I experienced before entering the foster system, left me with a legacy of health problems that would affect me for the rest of my life. But it also taught me resilience—the ability to adapt, to endure, and to keep moving forward even when the odds are stacked against you.  

—-
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Growing up, I had friends like most typical children. For the most part, I participated in outside activities, including sleepovers at friends’ homes and having friends stay over at mine. These experiences were a normal part of childhood, but they were often overshadowed by the constant discomfort of my upset stomach and the emotional toll of being different.  

My inability to grow hair and my hearing issues made me a target for teasing from other children. Even with hearing aids, which were much larger and more noticeable back then compared to today’s discreet designs, I still struggled to hear perfectly. The hearing aids themselves became a source of ridicule, and I often chose to go without them to avoid the teasing. This meant that much of my childhood was spent navigating social situations with limited hearing, a fact that many of my peers didn’t realize. The combination of my baldness and hearing challenges made me stand out in ways I couldn’t control, and the constant teasing took a toll on my self-esteem.  

By the time I was old enough to start elementary school in Michigan, it was clear that I wasn’t ready for kindergarten, despite being the right age. My developmental delays, a result of both my early trauma and the lingering effects of PBB exposure, put me behind my peers academically. A year later, I was finally enrolled in kindergarten in Boyne City, Michigan. But even after completing kindergarten, I wasn’t ready for first grade. Instead, I was placed in a program called Junior Primary, a half-step between kindergarten and first grade designed to help children who needed extra time to catch up.  

This pattern continued throughout my early education. By the time I was 10 years old and my family moved to Colorado, I was only in the third grade—two years behind most of my peers. Being older than the other children in my grade added another layer of difficulty to my social interactions. I was always the “big kid” in class, a fact that made me feel even more out of place.  

Despite these challenges, I was outgoing with my immediate friends. However, when it came to meeting new people, I was painfully shy. This shyness stayed with me for most of my life, and I typically kept only a handful of close friends at any given time. Friends came and went, as they do for most people, but the ones who stayed became an important part of my support system.  

Moving to Colorado at the age of 10 marked a turning point in my life. My adoptive father, Berend Sr., got me involved in Cub Scouts, and it was one of the best things that could have happened to me. Cub Scouts opened the door to new friendships and experiences. For the first time, I was part of a group where respect was a core value, and the teasing I had endured for so long was almost nonexistent. The other children in the Scouts accepted me for who I was, and I finally felt like I belonged somewhere.  

When I turned 13, still living in Craig, Colorado, I became eligible for another program that I had been eagerly looking forward to: the Police Explorers. This program, run by the local police department, allowed teenagers to ride along with officers and observe their daily routines. It was an incredible opportunity to learn about law enforcement and contribute to the community in a meaningful way.  

As a Police Explorer, I was paired with an officer and spent time in a patrol car, observing everything from routine traffic stops to community outreach efforts. While we were never placed in dangerous situations, the experience gave me a sense of purpose and responsibility. Like Cub Scouts, the Police Explorers program was another environment where I felt accepted and valued. The other participants and the officers I worked with treated me with respect, and I was able to make new friends without the fear of being teased or judged.  

These programs—Cub Scouts and the Police Explorers—played a crucial role in helping me find my place in the world. They provided a sense of structure and belonging that I had been missing for much of my childhood. For the first time, I felt like I was part of something bigger than myself, and that feeling made all the difference.  

Looking back, I can see how these experiences shaped me. They taught me the value of community, the importance of respect, and the power of perseverance. They also showed me that, despite the challenges I faced, there were places where I could thrive and people who would accept me for who I was.  

—-
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Cub Scouts had been a safe haven for me, a place where I felt accepted and valued. But as I grew older, the natural progression was to transition into Boy Scouts. While this was meant to be an advancement—a kind of graduation—it felt like a daunting change to me. I’ve never been comfortable with change, a trait that has stayed with me to some extent even today. The new structure, new expectations, and new dynamics of Boy Scouts made me uneasy, and shortly after joining, I made the difficult decision to step away from the program altogether.  

This pattern of struggling with change and unfamiliar situations extended beyond Boy Scouts. Throughout my childhood, I often reacted to circumstances differently than most other children. Looking back, I think a large part of this was due to an underlying lack of trust and a constant, low-level anxiety that colored my interactions with the world. This anxiety affected not only my experience with Boy Scouts but also my time in the Police Explorers program.  

The Police Explorers program had been a bright spot in my life, giving me a sense of purpose and belonging. But as I grew more comfortable with the officers I worked with, I began to see them as peers rather than authority figures. This was a mistake on my part. One day, in a moment of excitement and friendliness, I gave a female police officer a friendly pat on the back. It was an innocent gesture, born of the kind of enthusiasm that children naturally have, but it was misinterpreted as something more serious. As a result, I was removed from the program.  

The loss of the Police Explorers was a blow. It wasn’t just the end of an activity I enjoyed; it felt like the loss of a community where I had finally started to feel like I belonged. The experience left me feeling misunderstood and isolated, reinforcing the anxiety and mistrust that had always been a part of my life.  

Around this time, my oldest foster sister, Earlene, moved to Craig, Colorado, with her two children, Warren and Joshua. Earlene had initially stayed in Michigan, living on a reservation in the Upper Peninsula where she was native to. But she felt the need to be closer to our family, and her move to Craig brought her back into my life in a meaningful way.  

Earlene and I had always been close, and her presence in Craig was a source of comfort for me. Shortly after she arrived, I moved into an apartment with her and her children. This change was both exciting and unsettling. On one hand, I was thrilled to be living with Earlene, who felt like a true sibling to me. On the other hand, the move disrupted the living structure that had been so important to me. Stability and routine were everything to me, and this sudden shift was a shock to my system.  

The arrangement was temporary, lasting only until I finished the school year. After that, I would relocate to Golden, Colorado, where my adoptive father, Berend Sr., had taken a new job. While I was excited to be with my parents again, the move to Golden came with a significant downside: it meant leaving behind the handful of close friends I had made in Craig.  

Moving to Golden was a mixed experience. On one hand, it was good to be back with my parents and younger siblings, Meaghan and Pieter and older brother Berend Jr. On the other hand, the move severed the connections I had worked so hard to build in Craig. Making new friends had never been easy for me, and the thought of starting over in a new place was daunting.  

The loss of my friends in Craig was a reminder of how much I valued the few close relationships I had. Those friendships had been a lifeline for me, providing a sense of belonging and acceptance that I struggled to find elsewhere. Starting over in Golden meant rebuilding that sense of connection from scratch, a challenge that felt overwhelming at the time.  

Looking back, I can see how these experiences—both the challenges and the moments of connection—shaped me. The anxiety and mistrust that colored my childhood were real, but so was the resilience that carried me through. Whether it was finding a sense of belonging in Cub Scouts, navigating the misunderstandings that led to my removal from the Police Explorers, or adjusting to the upheaval of moving to Golden, I learned to adapt and persevere.  

—-
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Ever since my adoption, my adoptive father, Berend Sr., had worked in various roles within hospital services. When we lived in Charlevoix, Michigan, he worked in shipping and handling at the local hospital. After our move to Craig, Colorado, he started in a similar role but quickly worked his way up to become the administrator of Memorial Hospital, replacing a man named Frank Weston. Each advancement in his career brought better pay and more stability for our family, but it also meant frequent moves—a reality that was never easy for me or my siblings.  

Leaving behind friends was always the hardest part. When we moved to Golden, Colorado, I had to say goodbye to the close-knit group of friends I had made in Craig. However, I was fortunate that some of those friendships endured. Eddie Yeash and Howard Bauer, two of my closest friends from Craig, came to visit me in Golden, and their visits were a reminder of the connections I had built and the support I still had, even from a distance.  
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