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The Fayal Mine at Eveleth, 1902 

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 mili tant 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 
Radroad 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 

for the significant n u m b e r 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. Pul lman against Eugene V. Debs, 
president of the American Radway 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 W F M would move to other 
parts of the nation, including the Iron Range ." 

But the Pul lman and Cripple Creek strikes appar­
ently bad little impact upon the labor disputes that 

"Duluth Weekly Herald, Aug. 9, 1893, p. 6; Mesaba Ore 
and the Hibbing News, Mar. 24, 1917, p. 1; Mesaba Range 
(Biwabik and Merritt), Aug. 3, 1893, p. 1. See also Hyman 
Berman, "Education for Work and Labor Solidarity; The 
Immigrant Miners and Radicalism on the Mesabi Range," 
1963, p. 37, typescript in MHS; Edward Marolt, "The Devel­
opment of Labor Unionism in the Iron Mining Industry of 
the Virginia-Eveleth District" (Master's thesis. University of 
Minnesota, 1969), 3. 

"Stanley Buder, Pullman: An Experiment in Industrial 
Order and Community Planning, 1880-1930 (New York; Ox­
ford University Press, 1967), 147-201; Lens, Labor Wars, 
99-121, 132-138. The number of strikes in 1894 was termed 
"exceptional" by John R. Commons et al. in History oj La­
bour in the United States (New York: Macmillan, 1946), 
2:501. ' 
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emerged on the Iron Range during the same year. The 
Mesabi walkout that began in early May resulted in the 
first strike casualty on the range, a portent of the half 
dozen or so lives that would be lost in labor disputes 
over the next 22 years. The strike action erupted at the 
Franklin Mine by Virginia when laborers refused to 
return to work after mine operators turned down their 
demands for higher pay. The Vermilion Iron Journal 
reported tha t an "ignorant Finn" (later identified as Al 
Hooper) spoke to 300 Finns and Swedes who then 
formed a mob in Virginia and proceeded to attract 
further converts at other mines. The strike soon ex­
tended throughout the Mesabi, with over 1,000 men 
refusing to work. Sheriff Sharvy once again swore in 
deputy marshals to protect miners who chose not to 
part icipate, and Governor Knute Nelson was asked to 
call out the state mditia. '" 

"Here and below, see Vermilion Iron Journal, May 3, p. 1, 
May 10, p. 1—both 1894; Ely Times, May 4, 1894, p. 1; 
Hibbing Sentinel, May 12, p. 1, July 7, p. 1—both 1894; 
Mesaba Range, May 3, p. 1, May 10, p. 1—both 1894. 

"Hibbing Sentinel, July 14, p. 1, Nov. 17, p. 1—both 
1894; Mesaba Range, Oct. 4, 1894, p. 1. Ironically, Hooper 
was killed less than three years later by a dynamite blast at a 
Brimson railroad camp operated by the Drake and Stratton 
Co. A coroner's jury ruled that the death of the 54-year-old 
Finn was caused by his own carelessness. See the Virginia 
Enterprise, Jan. 28, 1898, p. 4. 

The arrival of several companies of national guards­
men, in addition to the closing of saloons in the Vir­
ginia area, brought a modicum of quiet. (Some local 
boardinghouse bosses also shut out men who were strik­
ing.) Nevertheless, a Finnish striker named Sam Matt-
son was fatally shot by Al Free, a well-known deputy 
marshal who claimed that Mattson had first fired at 
him. When a group of Finns gathered, ostensibly for 
the purpose of lynching Free, the militia protected the 
marshal while a hastily called coroner's jury ruled that 
his action constituted justifiable homicide. Free left for 
the West shortly thereafter, but he returned to Moun­
tain Iron in July and assumed the position of village 
marshal. Meanwhile, Finnish strike leader Hooper lan­
guished in jail for several weeks. The strike itself ended 
in about two weeks when the mining company raised 
wages at the Franklin from 20 to 30 cents for each 
loaded car of ore. In other 1894 labor disputes, steam-
shovel operators and their helpers struck for better 
wages at mines near Virginia, Mountain Iron, and 
Hibbing, as did laborers employed in stripping opera­
tions at the Lone Jack and Ohio mines by Virginia; 
workers at the Biwabik Mine also walked out when 
they were not paid in a timely manner ." 

In May, 1895, workers struck again at the Franklin 
Mine because of low wage rates. When strikers refused 
to allow other laborers to return to the mine, the ubi­
quitous Sheriff Sharvy sought to follow his actions of 
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