Milford Mine Disaster ...

Part II - Recovery, relief efforts

CONNIE PETTERSEN

On Feb. 5, 1924, communi-
ties on the Cuyuna Range
were flooded with grief and
shock after the worst iron
mining disaster in America.
Forty-one men drowned in
the Milford Mine, a few miles
north of Crosby.

Without warning, a portion
of the mine caved in under
the weight of an overhead
bog near Lake Foley. Murky
“black rolling water” rushed
through the mine with such
force that most miners never
had a chance.

Six men “ran like the wind”
across dark drifts (passage-
ways) to the only shaft. The
seventh, Emil Kainu, sensed
danger when power kept
going out in the pump room.
Mud and mire kept gaining
on them as the seven miners
climbed a 175-foot ladder
to safety. In less than 15
minutes, the 200-foot mine
flooded to within 15 feet of
the surface.

Months of effort to
recover bodies

By midnight, in frigid tem-
peratures, attempts to pump

the shaft were underway.
Crews organized into three
eight-hour shifts. When Lake
Foley continued emptying
into the mine, they had to
drain the lake.

“Mining companies and
officials of Cuyuna and the
Mesabi ranges joined togeth-
er to de-water the mine,” said
Berger Aulie in The Milford
Mine Disaster. Manganifer-
ous iron ore, prevalent on
the Cuyuna Range, was in
high demand by steel mills.
Yet the competing compa-
nies and ranges united in a
brotherhood.

Two pumps worked on
Foley Lake, pumping the wa-
ter into Lake Wolford, which
flowed into the Mississippi.
Another special pump and
crew was loaned from the
Oliver Mining Company on
the Mesabi Range.

It took 12 days to empty
Foley Lake. When they start-
ed on the mine, the shaft
and drifts were choked by
mud, weeds, timbers and
other debris. Workers had
to hose off thick muck so it
could drain toward the shaft
and be pumped out. They

methodically hand-shoveled
their way through blockages,
like archeologists preserving
artifacts.

Recovery was a slow pro-
cess, difficult and dangerous.
Any equipment that shook
the ground could cause a
cave-in. The first two bodies
were found March 28, a third
on April 17. By June, they
had uncovered about 16 bod-
ies, including Frank Hrvatin
Sr. found with his mining
partner, Frederick Harte. Al-
though Frank Jr. had helped
in the recovery, he quit after
they found his father.

Additional bodies were
recovered throughout the
summer and fall. Grieving
families waited for news,
lives on hold, until word
came and they could make
burial plans. Funerals some-
times were relatively close
together, depending on how
many bodies were found at a
time and in what condition.

Sometimes the stench was
so bad, crews could only stay
15-20 minutes below ground.
In addition to human re-
mains, the flood had washed
in decaying fish, turtles and
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muskrats. After a half hour in
the fresh air, men returned
to work, only to repeat the
process. Men wore masks
sprayed with a formalin so-
lution recommended by the
undertakers.

When a body was found, it
was placed in a wire stretcher
and taken to a temporary
morgue. Belongings were
recorded; clothing cut off and
the corpse hosed down to get
it as clean as they could. Tt
was then transported by one
of the Crosby mortuaries or
sent to Brainerd, Duluth, or
other destination, depending
on the wishes of relatives.

After many months in the
mines, some bodies were
more difficult to identify.
Often, a numbered brass tag
was still in a pocket. The tag
was a locker number for the
changing area where miners
showered after shifts ended.
Lockers held personal items that
helped with identification.

On November 4, nine
months after the accident,
the last body was removed.
Mining resumed shortly af-
ter. Recovery and cleanup
had cost at least $250,000.
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The Milford Mine as it looked around the time of the ac-

cident.

The Milford Mine continued
to be operational until the
early 1930s. It closed during
the Great Depression and
ensuing lower demand for
steel. Records indicate that
two and a half million tons
of high-grade manganiferous
ore still remain where the
Milford was mined.

Relief activities

after the accident
The National Red Cross set
up an office, and a Disas-
ter Relief Committee orga-
nized with mining officials,
churches, legions and lodges.
A well-known mining engi-
neer and superintendent of
mines, Mr. Wilbur Van Evera,
was treasurer. Van Evera was
also on the investigation
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committee requested by the
governor.

The Whitmarsh Mining
Company (owned by George
H. Crosby) carried compensa-
tion insurance since the 1913
Workman’s Comp Law. Death
benefits were paid within a
week to families of married
Milford miners, but no pay-
ments went to relatives of
single miners. Widows would
receive a total of $7,500, to be
paid weekly, not over $20 or
under $8.

Compensation ended af-
ter seven years; earlier if a
widow remarried. Many who
died in the accident had large
families, including young
children. At least two widows
gave birth after the accident.

Continued on page 15
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5% transaction fee, minimum of 50¢

Hopper's Welpers

SERVICE DIirECTORY

To add your business to the
Hopper’'s Helpers Service Directory,
contact the NEwsHoPPER at
218-927-6990, 1-800-927-4498,
fax: 218-927-6980 or
e-mail: hopper@emily.net

| Air Conditioning & Heating

Interior Design

Ken’s Heating & Mobile Home Supply

LP & Natural Gas e Nationally Certified

Service Technician — 28 Years Experience
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Heating and Air Conditioning ® RV's/Supplies
1-888-989-6720 e Aitkin w34

| Appliance Repair

Jim Blakesley Appliance Repair & Service
218-927-2027 * 1-888-450-8845 e Aitkin
Washers, Dryers, Stoves, Refrigerators, Air
Conditions, Septic Protectors, and MORE.

I Repair Almost Anything That Is Broken w52
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Farm Island Repair and Marine ¢ 218-927-6395
YAMAHA - New and Used

Sales & Service all brands: accessories wl4

| Building Supplies

Hometown Building Supplies
Your Building Materials Headquarters e Aitkin
218-927-7077 o Mon. - Fri. 8-5:30, Sat. 8-3 wl4

| Cellular Phones & Service

SPRINT PCS Available at the NewsHopper e Aitkin
218-927-6990 e No Roaming ® Never Pay Huge
Overagese Enjoy LIVE TV, Wireless Music Down-
loads, Play Games & Access Web tfn

| Concrete Production

Customix Concrete * 320-676-1500

Quality Concrete Mixed Fresh on Site

Pay only for what you use  Sat. & Sun. Delivery Avail.
Serving Mille Lacs Area tfn

R&L Construction ¢ 218-829-1237
Hanging, Taping, Texturing, New Construction
Remodels e Licensed & Insured, Free Est., 25 yrs exp.

w22

General Contractor ® New homes and buildings
Roofs, decks, etc. #20216038

Neil Westerlund 1-877-723-6716 w7

Construction

Northwood Construction ¢ 320-260-6073
New homes, remodeling, siding, windows, soffit,
fascia, licensed, free estimates. wi2

Custom Framing

Nord Lake Reflections
217 Minnesota Ave. N., Aitkin e 218-927-3317
Framing e Gifts e Prints tfn

Drywall

Larson Drywall Inc. ¢ 218-927-3707
Licensed, Insured & Bonded
Free Estimates w7

Hudrlik Carpet & Tile ¢ 218-927-6633
Best price and quality for over 57 years,
Easy as A.B.C. Aitkin e Baxter e Crosby wl4

Aitkin Glass Service

36770 - 390th Ave., Aitkin
218-927-4624 o 800-958-6442
Auto ® Residential ¢ Commercial

Glass Installation w52

Custom Made Items ¢ www.karisadesigns.4t.com
Residential & Commercial Consultations
Fabric & Floor e Store At Your Door e Marine
Karisa Designs ® 218-927-2584

wll
Landscaping * Lawn Services

Aitkin Feed and Farm Supply ¢ 218-330-6148
Patnodes Sod Service & Landscaping, Retaining walls,
ponds, sod, bobcat work, black dirt. w36

Great River Gardens ¢ 218-927-3207

We do landscape design, planting & construction.
Retaining Walls. “You dream it, We’ll build it. W36
R & R Landscaping, Excavation & Tree Removal
218-927-2855 © No job too large or too small. Rip
Rap, Class 5. Backhoe, Dozer & Bobcat. Free estimates. v

Mortgage Services

www.timberland-mortgage.com

Timberland Mortgage Services, Inc.

Purchases ¢ Refinance ¢ Reverse Mortgages

For current rates & loan information see website or
call 1-800-311-4554, Peter w22

Photography

Graduations, Weddings, Family, Children ¢ Now
offering Graduation & Wedding Invitations &

Accessories ® www.karisadesigns.4t.com

Karisa Designs e 218-927-2584 wll

Pole Buildings

Yon Gross Construction, Inc.w52
Lic. #20408955  218-927-2408  877-331-7671

Your Heading Here!

LIST YOUR BUSINESS HERE
Call the NewsHopper office at 218-927-6990 or
1-800-927-4498 to list your business TODAY!

Refrigeration

Duffney & Son Refrigeration ¢ 1-866-DUFFNEY
Commercial ® Residential 1-866-383-3039

Sales o Service e Installation ® 25 Yrs. Exp. w22
* 877-331-7671

Septic Service

Septic Check, Inc.e 888-983-2447
Commercial e residential e specializing in lake
lots. Customized maintanence plans. w36

Farm Island Repair and Marine * 218-927-6395
YAMAHA - New and Used
Sales & Service all brands: accessories wl4

Tax Preparation

For reliable tax preparation and help in
accounting call Arvidson Tax & Accounting. Sherry
K. Arvidson 218-927-4825. w29

R & R Landscaping & Tree Removal
218-927-2855 e Stump grinding - storm damage
clean up, tree removal. Aerial truck. Insured.

FREE estimates. w36

Window Treatments

BUBBLES DISCOUNT BLINDS e 218-927-2707
New blinds, installation and measure
(Hunter Douglas and Timber Blinds)
We clean and repair blinds of all kinds. w15

Shades & Shutters Window Treatment
Sales & Installation, call Wendie for consultations
218-927-4904 or 218-838-3514 tfn
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Supplemental incomes
ended before most de-
pendent children finished
school. In some families,
the older child quit their
education to work and
help support the family.
In a few cases, the local
American Red Cross paid
a mortgage on widows’
homes. They provided

food, coal, wood and
clothing as needed. The
Cuyuna community also
pulled together to help
grieving families. They
shared what they could
— meals, clothes, wash-
ing machines, etc. Some
families moved away to be
closer to relatives, but the
majority remained to wait

for recovery.

According to Berger Au-
lie, “Widows with small
children ‘made do’ with
weekly compensation . .
. The bereaved communi-
ties became closely knit
as everyone tried to help
the less fortunate. That
closeness lasted through
the second generation of

Classifieds

INSURANCE - Excellent rates
& coverage. Auto (standard &
risk), home, business, recre-
ational vehicles. Jamie Koop
Insurance, Crosby, 218-546-
8304. tfn

PRINTING - Commercial/Per-
sonal. Letterhead, Envelopes,
Business Cards, Invitations,
Funeral Folders, Flyers, Custom
Layout and Design, Much More!
No job too big or too small. Call
Eric at the NewsHopper for your
free quote, 218-927-6990 or 1-
800-927-4498. tfn
SPRINT PCS available at the
NewsHopper, 202 Minnesota
Ave. No., Aitkin. 218-927-6990
or 1-800-927-4498. tfn

Services Services m

UPHOLSTERY: North Woods Up-
holstery - Auto, Furniture, Motor-
cycle seats & more. 218-927-
6782 tfn

YAMAHA SNOWMOBILE BLOW-
OUT- Up to $1000.00 under
invoice. 20006 Vector GT $7288,
2006 Vector ER $6999, 2006 Nytro
$7018, 2006 Venture (2-up)
$7492, 2006 Rage (Demo) $7131.
Farm Island Repair and Marine,
Aitkin 218-927-6395. wll

FISHING lures, reels, spearing
decoys wanted. Call Gary 320-692-
4823. Free appraisals. tfn

DeadlinejforiNews,

lassifieds is

TRACTORS: Want to buy crawler
tractors, wheel loaders, and farm
tractors. Any condition. Also new
and used parts for sale. Kugler
Salvage, Inc. 26793 Co. Hwy. 22,
Erhard, MN 56534. 1-800-874-
2130. Website: www.kuglersal-
vage.com. tfn
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the immigrant
workers and
is continuing
into the third.
Children and
grandchildren
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of ‘old timers’
on Cuyuna
Range show a
love and com-
passion born
in sorrow and
tempered by
years of hard-
ship through a
Great Depres-
sion and War.
‘We are all fam-
ily.
Good or bad
luck depended
on the
circumstance

Many stories surfaced
after Milford Mine disas-
ter. Ronald MacDonald,
a young mining engineer
new to the area, was learn-
ing the mining business at
the Milford. He drowned,
leaving a wife and daughter
in Scotland. Two telephone
operators, Jenny and May-
belle Myhres, handled
hundreds of emergency
calls until their relief shifts
came, despite concern for
their brother Arthur, who
worked that morning at
the Milford. He died in the
accident.

One scary tale is a ghost
story that insisted Clinton
Harris, the skip tender
who died in the Milford,
frightened the first crew
of miners telling them to
“get out” as they returned
to work after the Milford
reopened.

A lot of ironies surfaced
in the aftermath:

*The night shift was
spared by about 15 min-
utes; the day shift was lost
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by the same margin.

*Several miners quit be-
fore the accident, citing
dangerous conditions. Oth-
ers recently started work at
the Milford — one man just
the day before.

*Having no transporta-
tion to work saved one
man’s life. Others were sick
or changed shifts.

* A mechanic was called
to the surface shortly be-
fore the flood to fix equip-
ment.

*Several miners were
going to quit before spring
thaw, thinking chances of
a cave-in would increase
in the spring. However,
the water and mud did
not freeze that far under-
ground.

* A few miners who died
had recently taken out life
insurance policies.

In his 1976 interview,
Frank Hrvatin Jr. said his
mine captain approached
him a few hours before
the tragedy. “Captain Crel-
lin asked us, me and my
partner, “‘Would you boys

for the following positions:
* Bartenders
* Food Servers

+ Groundskeepers
* Hosts/Hostesses

Zaitgers,

ety [ aiee Lodge

+ Marina (full season)
+ Conference Services Staff « Pro Shop Staff

Job Fair
Tuesday, April 11th
4 p.m. -
Ruttger’s Bay Lake Lodge will be hosting a Job Fair on Tuesday, April
11th from 4:00 p.m. until 7:00 p.m. in our main lodge. Managers will
be on-hand conducting interviews and doing some on-the spot hiring

7 p-m.

* Dishwashers

* Retail
* Room Attendants  * Salad Prep
* (Housekeepers) * Kids' Kamp

* Server Assistants

Among the many benefits you would enjoy as an employee
are free golf for you and a guest, free use of beaches and
pools, free tennis, free golf clinics, 50% discount at the marina,
20% discount at Ruttger’s stores and restaurants, and many
more.

Ruttger's Bay Lake Lodge is located 5 miles
south of Deerwood on Hwy 6.

ruttgers.com
218-678-2885

A memorial at the Croft Historical Park in Crosby MN lists the names
of those who drowned in the Milford Mine, February 5, 1924. Names
of the 41 miners lost in the Milford Mine (note the many nationalities):
Earl Bedard, Mike Bizal, Oliver Burns, George Butkovich, Emil Carlson,
Valentine Cole, Evan Crellin, Roy Cunningham, Minor Graves, Clinton
Harris, Fred Harte, John Hendrickson, John Hlacher, George Hoche-
var, Herman Holm, Elmer Haug, Frank Hrvatin Sr., William Johnson,
Alex Jyhla, Victor Ketola, Leo J. LaBrash, Arvid Lehti, Peter Magdich,
Henri Macki, John Maurich, Ronald McDonald, Arthur Myhres, John
Minerich, Nick Radich, Clyde Revord, Gaspar H. Revord, Nels Ritari,
Jerome Ryan, Tony Slack, Joseph Snyder, Marko Toljan, Mike Tomac,
Martin Valencich, Arthur Wolford, John Yaklich, Frank Zeitz.
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be willing to haul some
timber back to contract
#37 There were just three
men in the mine — me,
Harry Hosford and Emil
Kainu. Everybody else was
up eating lunch,” Hrva-
tin said. When the crews
returned to work, Crellin
wanted Frank to take a
platform back to where his
father worked, which he
did. “That was the last time
I saw my father alive.”

The most tragic irony
was the timing of the flood
into “Contract Thirteen,”
an area or “‘room” that had
been blasted down on the
previous Friday. If water
had burst into the Milford
between Friday and Tues-
day, after blastings had
occurred, the mine would
have been nearly empty.
Mines were dynamited at
the end of shifts. However,
the water broke through
on Tuesday afternoon
when 48 unsuspecting
men were working.

Next in the series: Part
III: The Milford Mine Di-
saster — The Investigation

Pictures and oral his-
tories from the Cuyuna
County Heritage Preser-
vation Society and Iron
Range Research Center
used with permission
(1987.0802); Frank Hrvatin
Oral History, 05/11/1976;
Iron Range Research Cen-
ter, Chisholm, MN (www.
ironrangeresearchcenter.
org). Recommended read-
ing: Cuyuna Country, A
People’s History and Berg-
er Aulie’s The Milford Mine
Disaster — A Cuyuna Range
Tragedy (available through
www.cuyunaheritage.org)
and Ghosts of the Prairie
by Troy Taylor



