










they . . . may hereafter supply the place of those that I 
foresee we shall lose on the Mississippi." But the days of 
British influence in the Northwest were limited. By the 
1820s, expeditions sent out by the American government 
were plying Lake Superior, negotiating with the Ojib­
way, establishing agencies, and gathering up the old 
medals of allegiance. ^̂  

But the Grand Portage band did not give up its med­
als. British traders had continued to operate at Grand 
Portage until 1805, and then they moved forty miles 
north to Fort Wilham. Stiff, they maintained dieir hold 
on the emotions and loyalties of the Grand Portage 
Ojibway. The Grand Portage band was closely related 
to the Indian people living on Thunder Bay and fre­
quently visited and intermarried with them. As late as 
1843, three Ojibway chiefs from Grand Portage told 
American officials that they considered themselves to be 
British subjects. Their loyalties lay with their kindred at 
Thunder Bay and with the Hudson's Bay Company trad­
ers over the border. '^ 

The existence of British medals and flags at Grand 
Portage has been known to the outside world since 1905. 
In that year ethnologist Frances Densmore, who worked 
extensively among the Grand Portage band, photo­
graphed Louis May-mush-kowash, the principal chief of 
the band, holding three medals and wearing two silver 
arm bands. In her diary, Densmore sketched and de­
scribed two of the medals — the 1814 British one and an 
1853 Franklin Pierce medal which was sold some years 
after. Later photographs reveal that two epaulettes and a 
silver half-moon gorget were also part of the set. Soon 
after Densmore left Grand Portage, the old chief died. 
He passed on the leadership of the band and the British 
tokens to his son, Joe Louis May-mush-kowash. ^̂  

It was Frances Densmore who first drew the Min­
nesota Historical Society's attention to the medals in 
1930. In that year she was again collecting Indian ar­
tifacts at Grand Portage, this time under the sponsorship 

^^Michigan Pioneer and Historical Collections, 16:275, 
479. 

'^This paragraph and the information on Grand Portage 
genealogy below are based on research done by Alan Wool-
worth, especially a memorandum in his possession entitled 
"The Ojibwe Indians and Chiefs of Grand Portage, ca. 1824-
1979." The author wishes to thank Woolworth for his as­
sistance. The name of Louis May-mush-kowash can be found in 
51 Congress, 1 session. House Executive Documents, no. 247, 
p. 59 (serial 2747). 

'^Densmore's photograph and other later ones can be 
found in the audio-visual fibrary at the Minnesota Historical 
Society. For the diary passage, which Densmore later misin­
terpreted as referring to two drums, see Charles Hofmann, 
ed., Frances Densmore and American Indian Music, 26 {Con­
tributions from the Museum of the American Indian, Heye 
Foundation, vol. 2 3 — New York, 1968). 

dOHN FLATTE, Mike's son, wore the two remaining 
medals in 1970 for this picture. The last hereditary chief 
in the Grand Portage line, he died in April, 1979. Accord­
ing to his wishes, the medals were presented to the Min­
nesota Historical Society by his si.sters and ividow. 

of the society's museum. By then the medals and flags 
had passed on to Mike Flatte, husband of Joe Louis 
May-mush-kowash's daughter Susan. On July 14, 1930, 
Densmore wrote to Willoughby Babcock, then curator of 
the Historical Society's museum: "I have talked with 
Mike Flatt [sic] and seen his medals. I am greatly im­
pressed with the importance of his material. . . . He 
quite agreed with me that they ought to go to the State 
Historical Society. . . We impressed upon him the 
danger of fire when he is away from his/iou.se. . . He 
said he would think it over, and that he may go and call 
on you next week." Babcock wrote back on a hopeful 
note: "I shaff be glad to see Mr. Flatt if he calls on me. 
The medals are historicaffy too valuable to be kept in his 
home, and I hope that he will decide to place them with 
us." Despite Densmore's efforts, however, the medals 
did not come into the Minnesota Historical Society's 
museum. In 1944, when a Thomas Jefferson medal was 
given to the society, Grace Lee Nute noted in Minnesota 
History, "Other medals, gorgets, and similar pieces are 
known to be in private hands in the state or nearby. It is 
to be hoped that tiieir owners will be stimulated by the 
p re sen t donor 's generosi ty to par t with their own 
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c h e r i s h e d ob jec t s in t h e i n t e r e s t of t h e p u b l i c . " T h e ex­

i s t e n c e of t h e G r a n d Po r t age m e d a l s was still on h i s to ­

r i ans ' m i n d s . "̂̂  

M i k e F l a t t e c o n t i n u e d to h o l d t h e artifacts un t i l h is 

d e a t h in A u g u s t , 1953. T h e n h e p a s s e d t h e m on to J o h n 

F l a t t e , h is son, wi th w h o m t h e y r e m a i n e d un t i l h e in 

t u r n d i e d in Apr i l , 1979. I t was J o h n F l a t t e ' s wife a n d 

T H E BLACK-AND-WHITE photographs used in this article 
are all from the Minnesota Historical Society's audio-visual li­
brary. MHS Staff Photographer Elizabeth Hall made the color 
photos on p. 29. 

s i s ters w h o d o n a t e d t h e m e d a l s a n d flags to t h e His tor i ­

cal Socie ty . W e b e h a v e t ha t this m o v e will n o t b e a loss 

to t h e G r a n d Po r t age b a n d , b u t on t h e con t r a ry wiff h e l p 

m a k e h i s to r ians rea l ize t h a t t h o s e Oj ibway a n d the i r an­

ces tors p l a y e d a crucia l ro le in t h e m a i n s t r e a m of N o r t h 

A m e r i c a n h i s to ry . 

' ^Densmore to Babcock, July 13 and 18, 1930, Babcock to 
Densmore, luly 15, 1930, all in General Correspondence File, 
1930, MHS Archives, in the Minnesota Historical Society divi­
sion of archives and manuscripts; Grace Lee Nute, "Indian 
Medals and Certificates," in Minnesota History, 25:270 (Sep­
tember, 1944). 

BOOK REVIEWS 
Iron Frontier: The Discovery and Early Development of 

Minnesota's Three Ranges. By David A. Walker. 
(St. Paul, Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1979. x, 
315 p. Illustrations. $16.00.) 

PROFESSOR WALKER'S study of the great iron frontier of 
northern Minnesota at last provides us with the accurate and 
succinct account of the opening and early development of the 
Vermilion, Mesabi, and Cujoma ranges that we have long 
needed. In a minimum amount of space, he has successfully 
told the complicated story of this development as no other 
historian of the iron industry has done. H e has mastered the 
geological, financial, and legal technicafities of the story and 
has been able to present them lucidly so that the most unin­
formed lay reader will have no difficulty understanding the 
details and the significance of this history. 

Quite properly. Walker provides a brief account of the 
opening of the first great midwestern iron frontier along the 
s o u t h e r n sho re of Lake Supe r io r — t h e M a r q u e t t e , 
Menominee, and Gogebic ranges of Michigan and Wisconsin 
— as a necessary introduction to the central drama in Min­
nesota with which he is mainly concerned. Though it makes 
sense to include them in the book, the eastern ranges are not a 
prototype of the three great ranges that lay to the north and 
west of Lake Superior, for the latter were to present quite 
different problems, both natural and man-made, from the 
others. 

It is one of the great ironies (no pun intended) of the history 
of the Minnesota iron ranges that here lay an incredible treas­
ury of wealth which a few men of vision and greed, but with no 
capital, had to beg the great capitalists of the East — Char­
lemagne Tower, John D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Carnegie — 
to accept when they offered it up with open hands. The initial 
reluctance of eastern capitalists to accept this bid for a bonanza, 
as Walker makes clear, is not difficult to understand. The inac­
cessibility of these ranges, the fact that, with the Mesabi at 

least, a new kind of soft, powdery hematite ore presented new 
problems of utilization, and the critical impact of the economic 
depressions of 1873 and 1893 — all provided deterrents in the 
first instance but great opportunities for exploitation later on. 
For Carnegie, in particular, these remote Minnesota ranges 
were to bring the final stage in achieving the verticafity of steel 
production he sought and were to transform his company into 
an industrial empire. 

Walker writes in his preface: "The trend in business and 
economic history seems to be moving away from a focus on the 
individual toward analysis of inanimate institutions and corpo­
rations. In many ways I regret this new direction because it 
tends to ignore the central fact that men and women create 
history." This is a sent iment which this reviewer shares. 
Walker could have done more than he does, however, to make 
more vivid and distinct the remarkable characters in his story. 
The characterizations are correctly drawn, but they are in 
rather muted pastels instead of the bold, impressionistic 
streaks of color that a Tower or members of the Merritt family 
demand. 

My main criticism of the book, however, is concerned not 
with what Walker has given us but rather with the regret that 
he has not given us more. He goes into great detail, for exam­
ple, in relating the complicated story of the legal battles be­
tween Rockefeller and Frederick T. Gates versus the Merritt 
family. No one has ever told that story better, even though 
Walker carefully avoids any final judgment as to who was tell­
ing the truth. But the development of the western Mesabi and 
the Cuyuna range gets rather short dismissal in a final brief 
chapter. It is particularly interesting to note that, after having 
stressed the point that the depression of 1893 marks the real 

Most books and other publications reviewed in Minnesota His­
tory may be o rde red from the MHS Museum Shop and 
Bookstore, 690 Cedar Street, St. Paul 55101; or phone (612 
296-4694). Please call or write before ordering. 
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