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Railroad workers at the Tower-Soudan Mine, 1890 

tions to one November holiday and to other national 
days typically commemorated throughout America. ' 

Despite this apparent agreement, about 300 of 
Soudan's Slovenian and Italian workers chose to cele­
brate Corpus Christi Day on June 16, 1892, again by 
failing to appear for work. (Elsewhere in the United 
States the infamous Homestead strike would begin one 
week later in Pennsylvania, pitt ing steelworkers against 
the Carnegie Steel Company, and in another month a 
major confrontation would erupt between silver miners 
and company police in Idaho's Coeur d'Alene region.) 
Some reports stated that the men preferred to at tend 
church on that day rather than work, but one account 
has suggested that they avoided the Minnesota Mine 
because of a superstition that it was unlucky to work on 
Corpus Christi Day. The Tower newspaper, in an opin­
ion that would be echoed by the Minnesota Iron Co. , 
saw the action as "an at tempt of rioters to dictate not 
only to their employers but to three times as many con­
tented laborers, who refused to part icipate with them." 
As before, mining company officials removed the men 
from the payroll, this t ime for 14 days. The company 
also pointed out the opposition of the Finnish, Swedish, 
and Cornish immigrants to the actions of their Slove­
nian and Italian co-workers. ' 

When nonstriking members on the night shift ap­
peared at the mines that evening, they were met by a 

group of laid-off men " w h o declared themselves 
strikers and refused to permit any one to go to work," 
according to the Vermilion Iron Journal. Armed with 
rocks, clubs, and pieces of pipe, the self-proclaimed 
strikers then paraded throughout the streets of Soudan 
during the nightt ime hours. On Saturday morning, 
those men who were part ic ipat ing in the walkout de­
manded that they be paid for work performed in May. 
Although Minnesota Iron originally had intended to 
meet its payroll at this t ime, company officials decided 
that the welfare of the communi ty and the safety of 
local property would be protected by delaying the pay­
day—"it being anything but advisable to furnish the 

'Vermilion Iron Journal, Sept. 10, 1891, p. 5; Ely Iron 
Home, Sept. 15, 1891, p. 1. 

'Here and below, see anonymous letters to H. H. Porter, 
June 18, 1892, Materials Relating to the Oliver Iron Mining 
Co.; Sidney Lens, The Labor Wars: From the Molly Maguires 
to the Sitdowns (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Press/Double-
day 1974), 78-88, 129-133; Vermilion Iron Journal, June 23, 
1892, p. 1. The possibility that working on Corpus Christi 
Day was regarded with suspicion is from June D. Holmquist, 
Joseph Stipanovich, and Kenneth B. Moss in "The South 
Slavs; Bulgarians, Croatians, Montenegrins, Serbs, and 
Slovenes," in They Chose Minnesota: A Survey oj the State's 
Ethnic Groups, ed. June Drenning Holmquist (St. Paul; 
MHS, 1981), 386. 
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already half drunken mob the wherewith to purchase 
more intoxicants." Later that day, St. Louis County 
Sheriff Paul Sharvy and a posse of some 40 deputies 
arrived on the scene to guard the approach to the mine 
entrance.^ 

Concluding that "the loss which we sustain from 
our men observing holidays that are not observed in 
this country has become too burdensome to be longer 
allowed," the mining company asked Governor Wil­
liam R. Merriam to send troops to the Vermdion for the 
purpose of maintaining order. Three companies of up 
to 130 men—members of the Third Regiment of Min­
nesota's state militia under the command of Adjutant 
General John H. Mullen—were quickly dispatched to 
Soudan, arriving on Sunday morning. Their arrival 
marked the first of several occasions when armed troops 
and deputies would be called on to quell Iron Range 
disturbances over the next quarter century.'" 

The militia guarded the hdls around Soudan and 
began searching for individuals who were identified by 
company timekeepers as "ringleaders" of the distur­
bance. Close to 30 people were arrested, some as they 
left the local Catholic church, a few when they sought 
to escape on the rail line, and others as they wandered 
the streets of the mining location; most, however, were 
apprehended in the houses that formed the small Slove­
nian and Italian neighborhoods of Soudan. Another 
three or four men who had gone to Ely, reportedly to 
sow dissent among the laborers of that city, were said to 
have been "captured . . . in an outhouse." Although 
the strikers threatened to fight any action Minnesota 
Iron took to resume mining. President D. H. Bacon 
announced on the morning of June 20 that the mditia 
had started the mining engines and that 1,000 men 
were back at work." 

Violence could have erupted at any time, but ap­
parently the only altercations that took place were ver­
bal. A Duluth newspaper observer reported that one 
recalcitrant was arrested and handcuffed in Soudan 
"amid a tirade of Austrian [Slovenian] oaths that would 
make a Bowery tough turn green with envy." Likewise, 

'Here and below, see Duluth Daily Tribune, June 20, 
1892, p. 1; Vermilion Iron Journal, June 23, p. 1, July 7, p. 
5—both 1892. 

"Anonymous letters to H. H. Porter, June 18, 20, 1892, 
Materials Relating to the Oliver Iron Mining Co. 

"Here and below, see Duluth Evening Herald, June 20, p. 
5, June 21, p. 4—both 1892. 

"Duluth Evening Herald, June 20, 1892, p. 5; Duluth 
Daily Tribune, July 6, p. 4, July 8, p. 5—both 1892; Vermil­
ion Iron Journal, June 30, p. 5, July 7, p. 1, July 28, p. 5, 
Aug. 4, p. 5—aU 1892. 

"Duluth Daily Tribune, Sept. 9, p. 1, Sept. 23, p. 1, Sept. 
24, p. 1—all 1892; Vermilion Iron Journal, Sept. 15, p. 5, 
Sept. 22, p. 5, Oct. 6, p. 5, Oct. 13, p. 7—aU 1892. 

the reporter credited the heavily armed militia and 
posse for maintaining order: "There is nothing that 
these rioters fear so much as the bayonets and bullets of 
armed men," claimed the reporter, "and the arrival of 
the militia cooled their lawless dispositions very sud­
denly." Sheriff Sharvy also was praised for not allowing 
his deputies to fire their weapons; many lives were 
saved, the newspaper said, because of the lawman's 
prudent actions. 

A special train was dispatched from Soudan to Du­
luth with five Italian and 15 Slovenian strikers on 
board. (Apparently eight more men were shipped to 
Duluth later.) The Duluth Evening Herald proclaimed 
the 20 prisoners who arrived there at five o'clock in the 
morning to be "the dirtiest, most villainous set of men 
ever assembled in confinement in St. Louis county." All 
28 men were held in prison until a preliminary hearing 
was convened on July 5 in the Duluth council cham­
bers, where the trial was moved when the municipal 
courtroom proved to be too small. Over the ensuing 
days witnesses described the violence and identified 
prisoners whom they claimed had participated in the 
riot. An enginehouse operator offered the most damn­
ing testimony when he pointed to three men who alleg­
edly had shown him a revolver that they claimed would 
be used to kdl the mining captain at Soudan. Following 
the hearing, charges against four men were dropped 
whde the remaining 24 were held on $250 bond each 
and bound over for a grand jury trial (only two men 
could raise the amount). In late July and early August, 
up to 17 of the prisoners left prison when their bail was 
reduced to $25." 

The grand jury convened on September 8; shortly 
thereafter all 24 of the men pleaded not guilty to the 
indictments brought against them, but 12 individuals 
were allowed to forfeit their bail. Of the 12 who re­
mained to face trial, three were quickly found guilty of 
rioting, whde lesser charges were levied against the re­
maining nine. In October a district court judge sen­
tenced the three men who faced the most serious 
charges to one year of hard labor in the Minnesota state 
penitentiary in Stillwater, although their actual time of 
servitude was reduced to eight months because of the 
time they had already spent in the Duluth jad. The bad 
or fine for three men identified as ringleaders was set at 
$200, and the other individuals were assessed $25 fines. 
With these actions, an end was brought to the first of 
many labor-related legal actions that would occur on 
the Iron Range." 

THE MESABI saw its first labor conflicts in the sum­
mer of 1893, less than a year after ore began to be 
shipped from this mightiest of Minnesota's ranges. 
Hereafter the Mesabi, with its massive work force of 
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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. ' 

252 MINNESOTA HISTORY 



" ^ 

^ ^ ^ ^ ' • ' % 

• . » , v 

;v=^^r^-

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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