

















cherished objects in the interest of the public.” The ex-
istence of the Grand Portage medals was still on histo-
rians’ minds. 14

Mike Flatte continued to hold the artifacts until his
death in August, 1953. Then he passed them on to John
Flatte, his son, with whom they remained until he in
turn died in April, 1979. It was John Flatte's wife and

THE BLACK-AND-WHITE photographs used in this article
are all from the Minnesota Historical Society’s audio-visual li-
brary. MHS Stafl Photographer Elizabeth Hall made the color
photos on p. 29.
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lron 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 Cuyuna 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. He has mastered the
geological, financial, and legal technicalities 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
southern shore of Lake Superior — the Marguette,
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 nota
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 Carnegic —
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
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sisters who donated the medals and flags to the Histori-
cal Society. We believe that this move will not be a loss
to the Grand Portage band, but on the contrary will help
make historians realize that those Ojibway and their an-
cestors played a crucial role in the mainstream of North
American history.

4 Densmore to Babcock, July 13 and 18, 1930, Babcock to
Densmore, July 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).
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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 verticality 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 sentiment 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 ordered 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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