
 

 

Historians of Minnesota’s Iron Ranges have focused 

on the development of the mining industry, the work 

of the miners, the workers’ struggle for economic 

justice that resulted in strikes and conflict, and the 

battles for political power. The stories of the men 

struggling against the forces of nature and the might 

of industry enhance understanding of Iron Range 

history. But the story of the people and their 

communities is also important. In the decades 

following the first shipment of ore from Soudan in 

1884, women became the center of life on the Iron 

Range because they shaped a civilized world out of 

the rough, hard life of the industrial frontier. 

    

The iron mining industry exploded across the 

landscape of the Vermilion and Mesabi Iron Ranges 

in the last decades of the 19th century. Young 

unmarried immigrants flooded the area to work in the 

mines. The few women who 

came to the Range worked in 

the saloons. Like other frontier 

areas in the United States, 

those women came to provide 

physical comfort to miners, 

loggers and sawmill workers. 

The ratio of men to women in 

those formative decades was 

5:1.1 Later, as immigrants 

continued to pour onto the 

Iron Ranges, women came as 

part of families or alone to make new lives.  

 

The women who braved the trans-Atlantic voyage 

and their journey to the Iron Range encountered a 

raw, ugly, treeless landscape dotted with mining 

locations where ramshackle houses perched on the 

edge of man-made canyons or near the head frames 

that dropped men into dark underground mines. The 

incorporated towns were not much better at first.   
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Unpaved streets were lined with saloons and small 

shops. Churches and schools did not exist. Red dust 

and mud from the hematite ore infiltrated  

everything. Men emerged from the mines covered 

in it, the children brought it into the house, the 

sheets and pillowcases were colored by it; it was 

pervasive.  

 

Hard, endless work dominated life for immigrant 

women. They stretched their husband’s meager 

wages out over a month so children could eat and 

the rent could be paid.  Many women hoped that 

their husbands would not gamble or drink away 

their pay before they got home. Pickling and  

canning preserved the garden’s bounty. Gathering 

berries, preserving fish and game, and raising pigs, 

cows, and chickens sustained families during hard 

times. Life in the mining locations revolved around 

women and children. 

 

If the family owned a  

business in town, the wife 

and children worked, too. 

Women sometimes  

operated small grocery 

stores or other little shops 

out of their homes. Others 

like the Nelson Sisters, who 

were photographers in  

Ironton, owned their own 

businesses.  

 

An important business on the Iron Ranges was the 

boardinghouse that provided room and board for 

single miners. Many women took in boarders in 

their homes to supplement their income. One such 

family boardinghouse can be seen at Glenn  

Location at the Minnesota Discovery Center in 

Chisholm. Others such as the Jukola 

Boardinghouse in Virginia were private business 

and others were cooperatives.  
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Within fifteen minutes 
41 men died, and 85 

children were 
“fatherless without 
the least warning.” 

Both types employed women to cook and clean for the 

men who lived there. When a woman’s husband was 

maimed or killed in the mine, sometimes opening a 

boarding house was the only hope of replacing lost  

wages. Besides boardinghouses, single women were 

employed as domestics, telephone operators,  

stenographers, clerks, bookkeepers, waitresses, nurses, 

and teachers. Many women were cooks in restaurants 

and hotels, and some cooked in lumber camps. 

 

Raising a family in a frontier mining location was hard 

enough, but living with fear must have been  

unbearable at times. Unlike miners who accepted the 

physical dangers of working in the mines, women faced 

the uncertainty of whether their men would arrive home 

safely. When the whistle blew during a shift, women 

could only hope that death had not visited their home 

that day. On February 5, 1924, their fears were realized  

when Lake Foley dropped into the Milford Mine near Crosby on the Cuyuna Iron Range. Within fifteen 

minutes 41 men died, and 85 children were “fatherless without the least warning.” As the scale of the  

disaster became clear, one woman tried to throw herself into the bubbling dirty water fifteen feet below the 

collar of the mineshaft. Families waited “without any hope” for the recovery of the men from a “grave of 

slime and mud 200 feet deep.” Arvid Lehti, the last man in the mine, was brought home to his wife  

almost exactly nine months later on November 4, 1924. The families received just $7,500 in state workers’  

compensation doled out in weekly stipends.2  
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Because workmen’s compensation was so inadequate and life was precarious, immigrants began to build their 

own commonwealth, a society based on cooperation and mutual assistance. Women helped organize  

mutual aid benefit societies and insurance companies to ensure “economic relief in the event of sickness,  

accident, death, or property loss.”3 As a result, the safety net erected by groups such as the Scandinavian  

Fraternity Lodge, the Swedish-Finn Order of Runeberg, the Croatian Fraternal Union of America, and the 

American Slovenian Catholic Union helped women, in particular, when husbands were maimed or killed. 

Women who joined the Slovene National Benefit Society  received benefits equal to men. Temperance  

organizations were organized to offer young men alternatives to the entertainment offered in saloons. Kaleva 

Hall in Virginia was originally the Valon Tuote temperance hall. Members participated in athletic teams, a 

brass band, and theatrical performances and dances. The Finnish National Temperance Brotherhood paid  

funeral costs for their members.4 

 

Finnish women also helped organize cooperatives. Workers halls, boardinghouses, a funeral home, oil  

companies, credit unions, insurance companies, retail clothing and grocery stores, and  Mesaba Park  

sustained  members economically and culturally.   

The rural retail coops served Finns who relocated to areas around mining towns after being blacklisted  

following the 1907 strike. Women supported the men on strike who were trying to improve working  

conditions and wages. In the 1916 strike, men were denied the right to hold parades so the women and  

children marched instead. Some women even pelted men attempting to go to work with food from lunch pails. 

Women’s support of the strike was critical in 1916.5 
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“’We tamped ties, we 
spiked ties, we did just 
what the men did,’ she 

said proudly. ‘Swung the 
sledge hammers, carried 

the ties, did the job.’” 

During World War II a small number of women went to work in the mines for the first time. In St. Louis 

County in 1945 at least 163 women “drove trucks and graders, laid railroad tracks, sampled ore, and tended 

clattering conveyor belts that dumped ore into roaring crushers and onto the railroad cars that carried ore to 

steel mills.” Dorothy Ban, for example, worked in the Scranton Mine in Hibbing in 1944. “’We tamped ties, 

we spiked ties, we did just what the men did,’ she said proudly. ‘Swung the sledge hammers, carried the ties, 

did the job.’”6 Today many women work in the taconite plants on the Mesabi Iron Range, and young women, 

who are earning their bachelor’s degrees in engineering at local community colleges, are hoping to have a  

career in the mining industry.  

 

Economically women had an impact on the Iron Ranges, but their influence on the cultural, religious and  

social life of the Range is immeasurable. Living on a harsh industrial frontier with few resources, they  

organized. They raised money. They created vibrant communities of musical, theatrical and fine arts groups.  



 

 

     

They helped establish public libraries. They sustained their cultures so successfully that 

when people think of the Iron Ranges today they think of ethnic foods. And women wanted 

their children educated as Americans even if they abandoned their ethnic traditions.7 
     

Women had almost no political influence on the Iron Ranges for a long time. It was not 

until after World War II that women began to shape the political culture. Two women, in 

particular, emerged in the post-war period as political power brokers. In 1946 Veda 

Ponikvar came home to Chisholm after serving in the WAVES for four years in naval 

intelligence.  On July 24, 1947 she published the first edition of her newspaper, The 

Chisholm Free Press and Tribune. For the next 50 years, she published her weekly 

newspaper. She worked for decades with Minnesota’s United States senators, the area’s 

congressmen, Minnesota governors and the Range delegation in the state legislature to 

“improve the Range and community.” She became influential because she “offered 

advice—sometimes solicited and sometimes not, but rarely ignored—to generations of 

politicians, from Hubert Humphrey to Walter Mondale to Congressman James Oberstar.”8  
 

Mary Anderson also wielded political influence. Statewide Democratic Farmer-Labor 

candidates made pilgrimages to her bar in Kinney to seek her support. By the time she died 

in 2007 at the age of 92,9 more women had emerged as viable political candidates. Today, 

women serve as mayors, school board members, city councilwomen, county 

commissioners, on township boards and in the state legislature.  
    

For the Iron Range women now serving in the state legislature, Lona Minne is their 

foremother. She was first elected to serve as the Stuntz Township clerk. In 1978 she ran in 

the primary against four other DFLers including John Spanish, the incumbent in District 

5B, for a seat in the state House of Representatives. She defeated her four male opponents 

in the primary and went on to win the general election against Representative Spanish who 

waged a losing write-in campaign. During her time in the legislature, she worked on equal 

pay issues for women.10 Since she left the legislature in 198911, three other women have 

served in the state legislature. The elections of Kris Hasskamp from Crosby, Carly Melin 

from Chisholm, and Carolyn McElfatrick are no longer surprising. Neither was the election 

of United States Senator Amy Klobuchar who has deep roots here because her grandfather 

was a miner in an underground mine in Ely.  

    

Women are central to life on the Iron Range. For over 100 years, women have shaped the 

cultural and social landscape in ways that are similar to the way miners shaped the physical 

landscape. During the twentieth century, women created vibrant communities that have 

sustained Iron Rangers in good times and bad. 
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