

















unskilled immigrant workers, would serve as the arena
for most of the labor strife on the entire Iron Range,
and Finns would emerge as the most militant of the
region’s nationality groups.

Apparently the earliest Mesabi incident was a strike
in August, 1893, of 75 to 100 Finnish laborers working
on an extension of the Duluth, Missabe and Northern
Railroad in the Virginia area. The men allegedly
forced 200 to 300 men in a nearby mining operation to
join them, “using sticks and stones to emphasize their
arguments.” Sheriff's deputies arrested six of the lead-
ers, who were charged with simple assault and quickly
judged to be guilty. Three were sentenced to 60 days
and three to 30 days in the St. Louis County jail in
Duluth. About 100 Finns followed the six prisoners
when deputies took them to the Virginia train depot for
transfer to Duluth, but the crowd did not cause any
disturbance. After the train left, according to a Duluth
newspaper, the remaining employees “were gladly re-
turning to work.” Another strike action in 1893 hit the
Minnewas Mine by Virginia when about 240 men who
had not been paid in three months quit their jobs be-
cause of the poor food being served in a company
boardinghouse. The walkout ended a week later after
company officials promised the men that provisions
would improve."

The year 1894 was pivotal in the early evolution of
Iron Range labor history, but it is much better known
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for the significant number of labor disputes that
erupted throughout the nation. The Pullman strike,
which began in May in a model industrial village out-
side of Chicago, matched the paternalistic and heavy-
handed labor management practices of sleeping-car
magnate George M. Pullman against Eugene V. Debs,
president of the American Railway Union. Earlier in
the year the Western Federation of Miners (WFM) or-
ganized its first strike at Cripple Creek, Colorado; over
the next two decades the WFM would move to other
parts of the nation, including the Iron Range."

But the Pullman and Cripple Creek strikes appar-
ently had little impact upon the labor disputes that
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