Mine Memories 
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Houghton, MI   -  We spent a few days here recently in the home of the U.S. copper mining industry.  Houghton (pronounced “Hoe-ton”) sits on the south side of the Keweenaw Waterway, which connects two sides of Lake Superior.  This waterway was originally no more than a very small river connecting several larger lakes, such as Portage Lake, but was dredged and widened in the mid-1800’s to allow boats to haul supplies and leave with copper ingots.  
The city of Hancock is directly across the only bridge to the north.  It sits on the southern end of the Keweenaw Peninsula.  Although the peninsula juts directly into Lake Superior, it is now much more an island than a peninsula because it is surrounded by water on all sides.  Go figure.  Because all the mines just to the north of Hancock are long closed, it is not nearly as prosperous as Houghton, which benefits economically from the presence of Michigan Tech University.  
Houghton is named for a Michigan state geologist, Douglass Houghton, who in the early 1840’s discovered, and publicized, the vast stores of pure copper on the Keweenaw Peninsula.  His findings led to a rush comparable to the gold rush in California, except that the metal was copper, not gold.  Fortunes were made, and workers, mostly immigrants from Finland and the Cornish area of England, came in droves with their mining expertise.  As with all mining operations, life both underground and above was extremely dangerous. Life styles, and the overall atmosphere, were similar to the “wild west” – especially when you add the fact that the average snowfall on the peninsula is well over 20 feet!
Because drunken brawls led to fighting, murders, and all sort of undesirable behavior which diminished profits, the mining companies encouraged, and even subsidized, the establishment of churches to promote temperance.  In just the town of Copper Harbor on the north end of the peninsula, there were 6 Catholic churches along with several Lutheran variants.  The churches catered to specific ethnic groups, such as the Irish, the Poles, the English, the Croatians, and all the different Scandinavians.  It was not very successful, as one fellow complained in 1863 that two barrels of beer and one barrel of gin were being consumed for every barrel of flour.
The copper was so plentiful (due to volcanic activity millions of years ago) that initially prospectors simply picked up rocks containing visible deposits of pure copper.  The rock was then crushed by “stamp mills” (huge machines to smash rock containing cooper).  These were driven by steam engines powered by coal which was shipped in via Lake Superior.  Mines were soon dug underground to follow veins which turned out to be some of the most prolific lodes of copper in the world. A few of the shafts extended far beneath Lake Superior.

Smelters were set up near the mines to process the ore to form copper ingots which were then loaded onto waiting ships to be carried east to U.S. ports and all around the world.  All of this activity made incredibly loud noise and created smoke and various other significant pollutants.  Most of these chemicals ran into the Keweenaw Waterway and Lake Portage.  It was, apparently, a very dangerous environment.
So much wealth was created for the owners and investors that at least one New York brokerage firm set up an office in Houghton to cater to the new money.  Unions also flourished, strengthening the labor movement for future clashes between workers and owners, both here, and subsequently in other mining areas of the nation.  

Now the Keweenaw is mostly about tourists.  There is only one church left in Copper Harbor, and the few remaining stores sell souvenirs to tourists catching the passenger ferry to Isle Royale National Park, a nature preserve 48 miles to the northwest in Lake Superior.   I doubt that any of the copper miners ever set foot there.
I thought you might like to know.
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