DOCUMENTING THE PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF MINING AND RESOURCE-BASED COMMUNITIES
by Arnold R. Alanen*

As society becomes more directly concerned with understanding, interpre-
ting, and preserving the vernacular structures and environments of ordinary
people and common places, new documentary sources and research procedures have
to be utilized. While there is generally ample evidence to document the
structures, artifacts, and environments fitting the category of "high art,"
this is often not the case with vernacular expressions. "The elitist bias of
history in general, and of architectural history in particular," Vance recently
observed, "has meant that far less attention has been given to the physical
accommodations, daily 1ife, and sincere thoughts of the average family than
has been lavished on the sometimes vacuous observations of the well-to-do."l
Historiography and preservation are becoming more democratized, however, as
evidenced by increasing interest in studies and projects dealing with every-
day 1ife, expressions, and conditions in cities and rural areas.

One particular area where such concerns and interests have received recent
attention is the company town. Few environments provide such ready insight
into the interactions between labor and capital in industrial society, or
into the role of technology and corporate attitudes in forming the physical
and social environments of communities. Extensive publicity has been given
to the recently published histories of the Amoskeag Manufacturing Complex at
Manchester, New Hampshire, the Rockdale region south of Philadelphia, and the
New England textile industry.2 Likewise, current preservation efforts have
focused upon company towns such as Lowell, Massachusetts, Collinsville,
Connecticut, and Calumet, Michigan.3

One of the foremost problems faced by anyone undertaking an historical
analysis of company and mill towns, Trachtenberg notes, "is sheer recovery of
documents, along with establishing a new sense of what a historical document
is." These historical documents, Trachtenberg reports, include structural
details, certain buildings such as bell towers which reveal work concepts
while disquising functional realities, account books and work records, prints
and photographs, and oral histories.? The same informational sources, quite
obviously, can be and are used extensively in historic preservation activities.

It is the intention of this paper to describe the documentary sources that
might be used for preservation purposes in company and resource-based
communities. Rather than relying upon information from just one enclave or

* Dr. Alanen is an Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison. Research support for this paper was
provided by a grant from the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences,
University of Wisconsin.

AD]' Vol. XI No. 4 1979 Page 49



a few towns only, a three state resource region (the Lake Superior mining
area of northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota and its hundred of
communities) will be considered in the following discussion.d

Problems of Documentation

Documentation poses difficulties in any historic preservation task, but
the problem is especially severe when dealing with company and resource-
based communities. Not only were these communities usually small, isolated,
and short-lived, but they have seldom proved to be of interest to historians
and other scholars. In addition, corporate data sources, even when they
existed, often have been discarded, lost, destroyed, or deemed inaccessible
to outside investigators.6 In his study of bonanza mining towns in the
American West, however, Reps revealed that a relatively large amount of early
cartographic material was available to document the physical form of such
settlements. By utilizing these documents, while also inspecting reports,
illustrations, and town remnants, Reps was able to demonstrate that even in
the development of frontier mining areas, there was a certain, albeit Timited,
adherence to rudimentary physical planning principles.’

Any community, of course, represents much more than a collection of
physical artifacts. In company-dominated communities, for example, the rigid
layouts of settlements often reflected corporate attitudes toward employee
efficiency, morality, deportment, and general social order. "The key factor,
however, was efficiency from a production point of view."8 This meant that
physical and social planning efforts, inexorably linked as they were, remained
subservient to the profit motives of corporate enterprise. Therefore, any
historical interpretation or historic preservation plan concerned with company-
oriented communities must be cognizant of interactions between labor and
management. '

In the following discussion of the Lake Superior mining region, physical
design and socioeconomic factors were viewed as closely linked entities. Such
an approach revealed that while most previous accounts have commented on the
apparent, ubiquitous characteristics of American company communities, the
settlements of the Lake Superior area displayed several noticeable differences.
The community typo]ogg developed for the region will be portrayed in the
following discussion.

The Region and Its Communities

The Lake Superior mining region consists of one copper and six iron ore
producing ranges in northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota (Fig. 1).
Commercial ore shipments, as well as permanent settlement activities, began in
the "Copper Country" of northern Michigan in 1845, and were followed, in 1856,
by similar developments on the Marquette Iron Ore Range. The five remaining
ranges -- the Menominee, Gogebic, Vermilion, Mesabi and Cuyuna -- emerged as
iron ore producing areas between 1877 and 1911. For decades the entire region
served as one of the nation's and world's major sources of copper and iron
ores, but this importance, except for the Mesabi Range, began to decline
following the tremendous exploitation of deposits which occurred during World
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War II. The vast majority of communities considered in this analysis developed
during the 1845-1930 interim.10

Extraction and settlement activities on each of the ranges were
accompanied by a relatively similar sequence of developments and events. The
first enclaves to emerge were the camps. Company-built and controlled, the
camps were built to house men who either were engaged in exploratory work or
were seeking to assess the productivity of newly-opened mine sites.
Considered as nothing more than temporary points of habitation on the mining
frontier, the physical and social dimensions of the camps were seldom documented
in any manner.

Once the economic potential of a new mine had been determined, the com-
panies developed small residential settlements or locations within walking
distance of the extraction site (Fig. 9)*. Several hundred of these
communities emerged in the region, although there were but three basic loca-
tion types. The unplatted/squatters' locations were characterized by poorly
built housing strung out along haphazardly arranged streets and pathways; the
company locations, the most commonplace of these settlement forms, were laid
out by mining engineers in undeviating orthogonal patterns; and the few model
locations were intended to house essential employees and supervisors in
communities termed "places of beauty" by mining company executives!l (Fig. 8).

Though there were no more than ten company towns and model villages in
the region, the strict corporate controls and regulations found in these
communities meant that their influence and image extended far beyond town
boundaries. Unlike the locations, which generally offered 1ittle more than
residential accommodations, the company towns and model villages provided a
number of urban services and facilities for inhabitants. Both the company
towns and model villages were built, owned, and managed by various corporations,
but the latter communities were planned and designed by well-known landscape
architects and town planners.

The final group of settlements were the speculative developments. More
than two hundred of these developments emerged in the region, with most
promoted by individuals and companies seeking to capitalize upon the real
estate potential of booming mining areas. Many settlements were proposed or
laid out when extraction activities commenced on each range, but others
developed well after mining activities already had been established in an
area. Generally platted in a very conventional and expedient manner, the
speculative developments, promoters still claimed, displayed the attributes
of modern suburbs (Fig. 4). Because they eventually evolved into relatively
independent governmental units, however, it was only in these communities
that sufficient political strength could be mustered to question and challenge
corporate practices in the mines and communities.

* Figures are reproduced at end of paper in chronological order [ed.]
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The Sources and Their Interpretation

The remainder of this article presents the most important informational
sources used in the study of Lake Superior mining communities. Though
several of the sources could be used in historic preservation efforts for any
community, the ensuing presentation focuses upon the ways in which these
references were used to develop profiles for the seven community types
discussed above.

Community Plats: The original, proposed layouts for speculative develop-
ments, company towns, and model villages were relatively easy to determine
since the plats had been filed in local county court houses. Such plan pro-
posals were not always followed as the communities evolved and metamorphosed
through time, however, and it was necessary to check other documentary sources
and to make field inspections to determine if and where changes and modifica-
tions had taken place. Nevertheless, the original plat or plan for a community
was an important document, for it portrayed prevailing environmental and social
attitudes and the relative level of engineering, land surveying, and sub-
division expertise at the time. Virtually every speculative development was
characterized by strict adherence to a grid plan (Fig. 4). While few
provisions were made for open space and the accommodation of public and
cultural buildings, some of the earliest platted communities in the region,
for instance Michigan's Keweenaw County, contained commons and greens similar
to those in New England villages and company towns. None of these Keweenaw
enclaves ever achieved the size and importance envisioned by their original
promoters; but the communities, even today, sometimes with only a modest
public building or two situated on a large expanse of open space, reveal the
planning ideals of the 1840s and 1850s.

Cartographic Sources: In addition to plat maps, information on all forms
of community development was derived from several cartographic sources. These
included early survey maps produced by state geological agencies in Michigan,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin; and United States Geological Survey (USGS) maps,
which proved most helpful when assessing the topographic features and physical
form of many communities. Fire insurance maps were also prepared by firms
such as the Sanborn-Perris Map Company for mining communities with significant
concentrations of industrial or commercial buildings (Fig. 5). By utilizing
the Sanborn-Perris maps, it was possible to make detailed studies of the
placement and configuration of buildings, roads, and urban spaces for various
communities from the 1880s through the 1920s.

As the larger, incorporated communities evolved, it was possible to
trace their evolution through the use of maps prepared by engineers and land
surveyors. Though the primary purpose of these maps was to indicate land
boundaries, water lines, sewer systems, and other technical data, information
on buildings, streets, and vegetation often was included.

The Tocations generally proved to be the most difficult permanent settle-
ments to document adequately from a cartographic standpoint. Since all land
in these enclaves was company-owned and managed, no official maps or plats
had to be filed in public offices. It also was difficult to find evidence
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of former location sites since many had been moved or dismantled when mining
operations ended or when extraction activities swallowed up residential areas.
However, site specific inventories of holdings were made by some companies.
Though a rather complete set of ownership atlases could be found for only

one company,!2 scattered location maps were uncovered in several libraries and
archival centers. Not only was company ownership clearly designated on these
maps, but it was also possible to determine building size and scale, housing
forms, setbacks, and spatial arrangements; to view street layouts and the
overall extent of mining operations; and to note the presence or lack of
community amenities such as public buildings, open space, and gardens. By
combining the information from these company ownership maps with the carto-
graphic sources listed above, the original layouts of many locations were
recreated (Fig. 9).

Iconographic and Pictorial Material: One of the best sources for
documenting the physical characteristics of communities considered in this
study was pictorial evidence. Some of the very earliest depictions of
northern Michigan communities appeared on the pages of Harpers' New Monthly
Magazine in the 1850s; included with the reporter's verbal descriptions were
several artist's sketches of frontier mining communities (Fig. 2). Somewhat
later, the larger towns in the region were depicted by 19th century illustrators
who provided panoramic or birds' eye views of community features (Fig. 3).

In some cases local residents and photographers maintained a pictorial
record of community features which eventually was placed in certain archival
centers. While the verification of dates often proved to be a vexing problem,
a more detailed and accurate chronology of iconographic material was maintained
by a few companies. Such pictures, generally published in company and trade
bulletins,!3 offered an overly positive impression of conditions in these
communities, but when supplemented by more objective evidence, they served to
broaden the informational base rather significantly. One other useful resource,
seldom tapped by preservationists but potentially useful, was the photo-
graphic collection of the U.S. Farm Security Administration currently housed
in the Library of Congress (Fig. 7). The entire collection offers an
unsurpassed overview of American social, economic, and cultural conditions in
the late 1930s and early 1940s. Aerial photographs, of course, are also
valuable for studying both the physical and cultural landscape.

Detailed examination of photographs (and maps) gave several insights into
the physical and social character of mining communities. Since homes and
residential accommodations were subservient to economic interests in these
settlements, industrial buildings and railroad trackage utilized the best land,
while the mines crowded the Tocations from other directions. Homes were
spaced evenly in uniform rows, with the design and size of the units depicting
the social hierarchy of the communities. Not only did the mining superintendent
reside in the largest house, but his dwelling unit was also situated at a
strategic point in the location: either on a promontory overlooking the sur-
rounding domain, or at a point where important activities and functions were
concentrated. His assistants -- mining captains, shift bosses, clerks, etc. --
lived in somewhat less substantial houses, although their dwelling units were
superior to those of the miners and laborers. A change in the pitch of a roof
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line, the existence of a porch or dormer, the size of windows, and any other
number of seemingly small architectural details clearly spelled out the social
status of a resident (Figs. 7 & 9).

Company Records: Among the most important potential sources for making
company town assessments are the records of corporations. In addition to the
maps, atlases, and pictorial material already mentioned, company records --
memoranda, reports, correspondence, and so forth -- often contained a wealth
of information on day-to-day operations, technical workings, and corporate
attitudes toward employee deportment and behavior. Unfortunately, however,
companies with a history of labor-management conflict or with an orientation
toward resource exploitation often remain sensitive to research endeavors that
might criticize their activities; hence, their records generally remain
closed to most outside observers.

Despite these apparent obstacles, the persevering researcher often can
unearth a fairly significant amount of primary information that was produced
by companies. Some employees, for example, saved records and documents which
otherwise would have been destroyed when mining companies went out of business
or declared bankruptcy. (One can only speculate as to the amount of valuable
material that is squirreled away in the attics of mining town residences!)
Other first-hand glimpses of mining community 1ife were found in the collected
papers of some company "welfare" offices. The welfare records of the Oliver
Iron Mining Company, though edited to provide a positive view of corporate
largesse, served to establish the full range of paternalistic offerings,
ranging from housing to insurance programs, that were provided in the region.14

Records of Social Service Workers: The views of various social and
church workers and educators sometimes proved to be more valuable than
company accounts since these individuals provided an articulate, sensitive,
and more objective portrayal of community conditions. Of special importance
were the papers of some missionary/social workers who sought to improve both
the spiritual and secular lives of immigrant miners and their families. "The
conditions there (White City, Minnesota)," reported one college-age social
worker in 1926, "are unbelievable log huts for they cannot be called houses,
underground rooms with no ventilation and with the sheep and pigs a part of
the family." Another account stated that the locations were "dilapidated,
neglected, abandoned...(with) people 1iving on either side of a dusty street
flanked at its entrance by great, green clumps of shrubs whose bright red
bunches of tiny cherries are glowing red even thru the smothering veil of
dust that the mining country in July laid over all the town."15 The views of
these individuals, commenting on the poverty, dangerous and unhealthful
working conditions, inadequate housing and community services, and drab
landscapes, often contrasted sharply with company accounts.

Professional and Technical Journals: When model villages and locations
were planned and designed by landscape architects, summaries of these projects
often appeared in professional journals. This was especially true when the
editors of publications sought to illustrate certain innovations and concepts
in workers' housing and community development. Thus, Morgan Park, Minnesota,
was applauded because town planning, educational, and recreational needs had

AD[ Vol. XI No. 4 1979 Page 54



