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“We are not forgetting the families of these men.”

K.I. Sawyer, Mayor of Ishpeming, Michigan

Chicago Daily Tribune, November 5, 1926






I shall pass through this world but once.

Any good, therefore, that I can do

Or any kindness I can show

to another human being,

Let me do it now. 

Let me not postpone it or neglect it.

For I shall not pass this way again. 

—Anonymous
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Foreword

In the spring of 1999, I was a newly minted graduate of Northern Michigan University with a major in history. I was hired that summer to work a seasonal job at the Michigan Iron Industry Museum in Negaunee before moving away to graduate school. On my very first day on the job, I was asked by a visitor where the Barnes-Hecker monument was located on the museum grounds. I was relieved; I didn’t know a lot about the job yet to field general questions, but I did know that. Growing up on the Marquette Iron Range, it was hard not to know about the Barnes-Hecker mining disaster of 1926. It was embedded in our school curriculum and community. My supervisor at the museum, Tom Friggens, had written a book on the tragedy called No Tears in Heaven: The 1926 Barnes-Hecker Mine Disaster. 

After completing graduate school in Chicago, I returned to Negaunee and took a job as a historian with the Michigan History Center, headquartered at the same museum I worked at a dozen years earlier. I received a call from Mary V. Tippett. I knew Mary was a descendant of a miner who died in the Barnes-Hecker, and I knew of her dedicated research and oral histories of local miners. Mary wanted to bring her dedication to form a Remembrance Committee to commemorate the 90th anniversary. I joined her team, but I certainly could not match her energy and devotion to the remembrance. 

The culmination of the 90th remembrance in 2016 was a series of events and services that focused on legacy. The ripple effect of such a heartbreaking event in a small community now spanned generations, and people from around the country and indeed globe whose lives were affected by the tragedy. In the wake of the emotional remembrance events, Mary recounted numerous stories and connections she had made to me and my colleague Barry James. After listening and absorbing the poignant stories, Barry remarked “You’ve got a book there.” 

Buoyed by the achievements of 2016, Mary continued her outreach to gather stories from descendants. Untold hours of her oral histories, conversations, emails, and research formed the framework of this book. Photographs of mining families and their descendants that Mary collected breathe life into the narrative. After Mary shared some early draft chapters with me, I asked her who she felt the audience for this book was. She responded that it was for the descendants of the Barnes-Hecker mine disaster and for the many people whose lives were impacted by it. 

Enduring Legacies: People of the 1926 Barnes-Hecker Mining Disaster presents the stories from descendants in a rich collection that reveals what happened to the widows, parents, siblings, and children after the sudden death of 51 men in a small and close-knit community. How did they cope in the days after the cave-in? How did they move on in the months and years after a chair at their dinner table remained vacant? How would they relay the stories of their loved ones to their grandchildren and great-grandchildren? How did the memories of the 51 men, most of which are still entombed in the abandoned iron mine, weave through generations of people? 

This book is about a shared experience, and it reveals that it was shared by many. Some of the chapters uncover the experience of people who did not lose a husband or father, but a friend, a fellow miner, or a member of a community. This book displays a support structure for a devastated community. Taken as a whole, it shows readers that the bonds between people affected by the disaster, whether it be in 1926 or 2026, make the legacy of the Barnes-Hecker an expanding story. 

Troy Henderson

Historian, Michigan History Center

Michigan Iron Industry Museum





Introduction

Of cardboard boxes, echoes, and grasshoppers

When 51 men perished in the Barnes-Hecker Mine disaster of November 3, 1926, they left dark clouds of mourning and sleepless nights for the people left behind. And for many people connected with the tragedy, wisps of those dark clouds have lingered through almost 100 years.

What happened to the people left behind? That is the premise for this book: finding out what happened to the widows and families… and the families of the men who were not lost.

There was a pent-up longing for the family stories to be told. What you’ll read is what the descendants have had to say.

As the 100th anniversary of the disaster approaches, the legacies of tragedy are revealed in the stories of the people… a widow whose luggage consisted of cardboard boxes; a youth who climbed into the abandoned shaft to make echoes; and fond memories of a stern but humorous grandfather who said he could only grow boys and grasshoppers.

The experiences and expressions of loss are as varied as the families themselves, and yet their commonalities bind them together in a kinship of loss, triumph, survival, and love. 





Preface & Dedication

Dateline: Wednesday, November 3, 1926, 11:30 AM

Catastrophe descended on the Barnes-Hecker Mine near Ishpeming, Michigan, when 200,000 cubic yards of earth, water and debris collapsed into the underground workings of the Barnes-Hecker. 

Fifty-one men perished, leaving 41 widows, 132 minor children, an unknown number of children and grandchildren, along with grieving parents, siblings, loved ones and co-workers. The tragedy left life-long scars on the other 90 men who were either safe on the surface or not on duty when the disaster happened.

The tragedy remains the worst mine disaster in Michigan history, and the worst ferrous metal mine disaster in the history of the United States.

The town of Ishpeming is located about 20 miles from the port city of Marquette on Lake Superior in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.

Our mission is to tell the stories of as many of the Barnes-Hecker families as possible. In our quest for names contained in original records and newspaper accounts, we have also extracted first-person stories of others involved in the incident.

The genesis for this book was the 90th anniversary Barnes-Hecker Remembrance in 2016 when hundreds of people attended events, and thousands followed the information posted on the Barnes-Hecker Remembrance Facebook page. We wanted to follow up with as many families as possible, and the response has been remarkable.

The research has included interviews with descendants of the Barnes-Hecker men and women; study of the original Cleveland-Cliffs Inc. (CCI) records and maps from the Central Upper Peninsula and Northern Michigan University Archives; and documents, photos, and videos in collections of the Archives of Michigan, Michigan Iron Industry Museum, Cliffs Shaft Mine Museum, Marquette Regional History Center, private collections, and collections of the Brown County Library, Newberry Library, and the Library of Michigan. Records from Ancestry.com have also aided in clarifying some of the family relationships.

The entire digitized collection of audio interviews, photographs and documents collected through this project will be gifted to the Northern Michigan University Archives, Michigan Iron Industry Museum, Cliffs Shaft Mine Museum, Marquette Regional History Center, and Archives of Michigan so everything will be available for use by other researchers and future generations.

This book is dedicated to all the people whose lives have been swept up into the Barnes-Hecker Mine tragedy of November 3, 1926. 
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	Catastrophe





The women were up early, stoking fires in kitchen wood stoves, making breakfast, packing lunch pails, and getting kids ready for school. Many of the men and older kids had morning chores before leaving for work and school. 

Mary Valenti hadn’t slept much, with four-month-old Nicholas waking every few hours for night-time feedings. Mary’s husband Nick had to catch the “bus”—a canvas-covered truck—that came from the Barnes-Hecker Mine to Ishpeming to pick up men for the day shift. Breakfast was a busy time for the household of seven children. 

In the nearby neighborhood of North Lake, Amanda Ranta was uncomfortably pregnant. She and her husband Elias talked about their son Reino who was in the hospital. After Elias left for work at the Barnes-Hecker, three of the older kids were bundled up for a short walk to North Lake School. When the morning hubbub slowed down, Amanda turned her attention to the two youngest children and her morning chores. 

In the Barnes-Hecker Location (neighborhood) near the mine, 33 youngsters headed off to school, and the women’s routines looked like a typical day. 

Everything changed shortly after 11:30 that morning. It was November 3, 1926, and the morning routines would never be the same again. Shock and disbelief gave way to despair as word spread that none of the men trapped underground at the Barnes-Hecker could have survived a cave-in that left a crater the size of a city block over the workings of the mine.

The mine was operated by Cleveland-Cliffs Iron Company in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. 

The Barnes-Hecker was about seven miles west of the city of Ishpeming, and twenty miles from the port city of Marquette on Lake Superior.

At 11:20 on the morning of November 3, a cave-in occurred, taking the lives of 51 men. Only one escaped the flooding mine alive. The catastrophe became the worst mine disaster in Michigan history, and the worst ferrous metal mining disaster in the history of the United States. 

Forty-one women were widowed. One hundred and thirty-two minor children lost their dads. An unknown number of adult children, grandchildren, parents, siblings, loved ones, neighbors and co-workers were left to grieve the staggering loss of life. The remains of only ten men were recovered. Forty-one remain entombed in the mine. 

[Author’s note: the scenarios in the households are based on what is known about the families.] 


[image: Image]

On the evening of November 3, 1926, family members and co-workers of the lost men cluster at the Barnes-Hecker Mine. (Courtesy of Marquette Regional History Center and Michigan Iron Industry Museum)
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	The 51 Lost Men





In tribute to the lost men, their wives and families.

Barnes-Hecker Location:

• Peter DeRoche and his widow Evangeline

• Thomas Drew

• *Nels J. Hill and his widow Mae

• *Joseph Mankee

• Peter Mongiat and his widow Valentine

• Sam Phillippi (Sante Filippi) and his widow Mary

• John Santti and his widow Nanna (Juho Nestori Yli-Sӓntti)

• *William F. Tippett and his widow Nellie

Diorite:

• *John Arvi Wepsala

Ishpeming:

• Herman Aho and his widow Hilma 

• Peter Carlyon and his widow Sarah Jane

• Raymond Carlyon (their son)

• William Carlyon and his widow Elly 

• Edwin Chapman and his widow Elsie

• Herman Chapman (their son)

• Earl J. Ellersick and his widow Sarah 

• Gust Franti and his widow Anna 

• James Green and his widow Marie

• *Henry P. Haapala and his widow Ina

• *Jack Hanna and his widow Florence

• Arvid Heino and his bride Tyyne

• *William E. Hill and his widow Elizabeth

• Frank Jokinen

• John Arvid Kallio and his widow Sanna

• *Thomas Kirby Jr. and his widow Bertha 

• *Thomas Kirby Sr. and his widow Anne

• Uno Koskinen and his widow Vieno

• Theodore Kiuru 

• Ed Laituri and his widow Alle 

• George Lampshire and his widow Alice

• Richard Lampshire and his late wife Lena 

• John Luoma and his widow Ellen

• Emil Maki and his widow Lempi

• Walter Mattila (Ojaniemi) and his widow Lempi in Finland

• W. Harry Quayle and his widow Louisa

• Clement Simoneau and his widow Elna

• Erkki Timoharju (Ed Temo) and his widow Amalia in Finland

• Louis Trudell and his widow Delia

• William Tuomela his widow Florence

• Nick Valenti and his widow Mary

• Albert Wickman (Vickman)

• John Wiljanen and his widow Eliina

North Lake Location:

• Joseph Gelmi and his widow Emma

• *William Huot and his widow Clara

• William Kakkuri

• Elias Ranta and his widow Amanda

• James Scopel and his widow Frances

• Nestor Solomon (Sulonen) and his widow Matilda in Finland

• Solomon Walimaa and his widow Mary

West Ishpeming:

• Solomon Millimaki and his widow Minnie

• Walter Tippett and his widow Marian

*Men whose remains were recovered

[Author’s note: The first list of names released to the press had 52 names, which included Frank Heino who was unable to report for work on the day of the tragedy. The Daily Mining Journal in Marquette published the list of 52 on the front page on November 4. There was also a case of mistaken identity when John Luoma was listed among the men recovered. Luoma’s name was also listed in the November 6, 1926, Iron Ore; however, the correct identity was Nels Hill, and the papers published corrected lists. The tragic reality is that the bodies of several recovered men had sustained such severe injuries that they could only be identified by their clothing.].
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	Help for the Families





Stunned widows could not imagine how they would get through the night of the tragedy, let alone the vast unfocused void of the time that lay ahead. Neighbors and family members gathered in the women’s homes with hot food, help with children, and comforting arms to wrap around the stricken widows.

Think about the nine women whose smallest children were 5 weeks old, 4 months, 8 months, 10 months, 11 months, and a year old. Five widows were pregnant. Florence Hanna gave birth to baby Jack on November 16. In the spring of 1927, Amanda Ranta gave birth to daughter Lillian; Vieno Koskinen had a son Stanley; Bertha Kirby had a son Tom; and Vangeline DeRoche had a daughter Ethel.

Think about the weight of managing the household on the cusp of winter. A foot of snow fell about a week after the tragedy. It’s no small wonder that widows with older children could not function without keeping some of their sons and daughters out of school to help sustain the household.

On the afternoon of the tragedy, CCI marshaled a group of its people to begin visiting the households of all men on duty on that day to assess what was needed. The visits continued through the next day. 

The 1926 Pension Department reported:


This force consisted of Miss Welander, Miss Atkins, and Miss Hirwas, the [CCI] visiting nurses of Ishpeming, Negaunee and Gwinn; Walter E. Johnson and William Kellow of this office; J. Henry Williams of the Safety Dept.; Miss Brown of the hospital [the precursor of Bell Hospital]; C.W. Nicolson and H.C. Moulton of the Engineering Dept.; J. L. Hyde of the Purchasing Dept.; and Joseph Pope and John Peterson of the North Lake and Barnes-Hecker offices.

The nurses, with Miss Brown, continued in their work of visiting the homes and I [William H. Moulton] personally saw all of the families very shortly after the accident.

One of the most remarkable things was the fine feeling manifested by all of the families without a single exception, and mention must be made of Mrs. William E. Hill, wife of the County Mine Inspector, who felt it almost impossible to believe that any company would help her and pay the regular workmen’s compensation as the Cleveland Cliffs Iron Company were doing.

Immediately following the accident, the National Red Cross telegraphed to ascertain if help was needed and the Marquette County Red Cross officials wired that everything was being taken care of. However, they sent from St. Louis Miss Miller, Field Director, who arrived in Ishpeming on Friday, November 5th and a conference was held in this office with the following persons: Miss Edith R. Miller; K.I. Sawyer, Mayor of Ishpeming; Mrs. C.C. Cowpland, President of The Women’s Services Club; R.S. Archibald, Chairman of the Marquette County Red Cross; Miss M.S. Brown of the Hospital, Miss Myrtle Welander, Miss Ina E. Atkins, and Miss Johanna L. Hirwas, our three nurses and the Secretary.



William Moulton added, “I wish to express my appreciation of the work of all of the assistants in this department who following the accident worked untiringly throughout the days, nights and Sundays on work of all kinds, both in and out of the office, which had to be done promptly and accurately.”

The report further stated that the Marquette office of the Red Cross provided $500 for use by Mrs. A. L. Johnson, the county nurse for any special needs of the families. As Thanksgiving and Christmas approached, there were individuals and organizations throughout the County that provided special help to some of the families. Between the time of the accident and the beginning of benefits, CCI provided additional help with fuel, food, clothing and other basic necessities that varied depending on what the families needed. 

CCI self-funded its workmen’s compensation, with payments of $14 per week for five years, and those payments began as soon as documents were signed by the next of kin. On January 11, 1927, when all pumping operations proved futile in attempts to recover the bodies, CCI President William G. Mather declared that CCI would provide a dollar-for-dollar match to the workmen’s comp, resulting in $28 per week, with the families requesting payments every two weeks. In all, a total of $8400 was paid in installments over a period of five years. 

In some cases, the compensation was more than the miner earned. Some of the widows requested partial lump-sum payments, which were used to purchase homes, pay for medical expenses, and pay off debts.

Compensation for families of the unmarried men was calculated based on the proportion of support that was provided by each of the lost men. 

In 1926, churches of all denominations did not conduct funerals if no remains were recovered. 

The anguish of the widows of the Roman Catholic Faith was exacerbated because none of the rituals of their faith were permitted for the men whose remains were not recovered. Many widows and family members held out hope against hope that their men would be recovered. By the beginning of December, all of the widows except those in Finland had signed the paperwork needed to receive the compensation. 

From time to time The Daily Mining Journal continued to print short articles about donations from fraternal and service organizations, and sewing groups that gathered to mend clothing. Compassion ran deep, as it still does in Marquette County, and the private interactions and acts of kindness, neighbor to neighbor, family to family, helped to sustain the widows and children through the aftermath of the worst mining disaster in Michigan History.
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	True Miners’ Wives





On November 8, 1926, the Daily Mining Journal printed an eloquent tribute to the grieving widows, based on the reports from the nurses and social workers who had visited in the homes of the lost men. Here is that tribute verbatim:


Fathers live in children

They are rallying all their strength to take care of the small girls and boys, all that is left of the dead loved ones. Those women are finding comfort in an old and deep-rooted philosophy of life. In the boys and girls the fathers’ spirit still lives and the women are bending their efforts to tending those children.

While the boys and girls are the greatest comfort the women have, they are also unconscious sources of grief. The little ones stand about wide-eyed, not quite understanding what it is all about, but sure that things are not well at home, else mother would not look sad. 

A mother in one of the stricken families brought home dolls to her fatherless little girls. 

Childlike they crooned their delight, then exclaimed, “We want to show daddy!” 

That’s the thing that hurts, but the mothers only press pale lips a bit closer and go bravely on. 

When some of the social workers went to one mother, they found her bent over her sewing. Silent, heartbreaking tears slid down her white cheeks and dropped on the woolen cloth in her lap. The women wanted to know what they could do for her. 




[image: Image]

A search of the accident reports that list the names and ages of the minor children shows that Marian and Walter Tippett’s twin daughters, Dawne and Dixie, appear to be the only sisters who are close enough in age to be the recipients of the dolls. Dawne’s daughter Melody Smail Visser gifted the matching dolls of her Mom and Aunt Dixie to the collection of the Marquette Regional History Center. Dawne married Lowell Smail, and Dixie married Lowell’s brother Hugh. 




Ask not for self

She didn’t ask anything for herself. That is not the way of those women. Her plea was for the family.

“I have been trying to get the clothes sewed for the children to wear to the funeral, but I don’t seem to be able to hurry.” Stubbornly she winked away the fast-gathering tears, and faced her visitors. “Do you think I could borrow some clothes for the children? I want them to look [nice] when they go to their father’s funeral.”

Abnegation of desire, forgetting of self and their plight in an effort to care for their little boys and girls, willing to accept the cross which they cannot understand, crucified a dozen times a day as they come across an old pipe, a dented dinner pail, the pan in which they baked the pasties the men liked for lunch, hundreds of homely objects speak eloquently to those women of the beloved!

Let no one be misled by the silence of their grief. The world for those women is filled with pain. Only they know of the hours when they lie, at night, staring straight into the darkness with unseeing eyes, thinking, thinking, but never of themselves, always of those who have been snatched away from them, and of those who remain.

Their fortitude may impress an outsider, but it does not surprise those who know them well. Those women are brave souls; they are true miners’ wives. 




[image: Image]

“Brave souls” – some of the widows and children of the lost men. Back row, left to right, Nanna Santti, Vieno Koskinen, Aili Franti (Lehtimaki), Miriam Laituri (Johnson), Ellen Luoma, unknown, Anne Kirby. Front row, Anna Franti, Ruth Laituri (St. Martin), Alle Laituri, Sanna Kallio holding baby Taimi (Walimaa), and Toivo Kallio. (Courtesy Michigan Iron Industry Museum and Marquette Regional History Center.) 
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	Men Remaining on Day Shift





On the day of the catastrophe, who was left on the surface after the cave-in?

With 50 men lost underground, there were as many as 20 left on the surface. The list below was compiled from documented sources such as the coroner’s inquest, CCI records, and the October 31, 1926 payroll. If there are no comments with the names, nothing is known about whether or not they were on duty that day. 

Allyvion Miners, undergound track foreman, came to the surface a little after 11 am. (See Chapter 10: “It seemed as though the shaft was tore apart.”)

Santoke Combelli, underground track helper, accompanied Al Miners on the cage that came up a little after 11 am. 

Andrew Malvasio, cage rider, was mentioned in Allyvion Miners’s inquest testimony. 

Ed Hillman, pipe foreman, was riding the cage to the surface when a strong wind was felt in the shaft around 11:20 am. (See Chapter 9: “A big wind in the shaft.”)

Albert Tippett, pipe man, came to the surface with Ed Hillman. As the accident began to unfold, Albert followed Hillman down the ladder into the Barnes Hecker shaft. Al’s daughter Patricia Procunier said something fell from above and struck him on the shoulder. It left a lump that remained for the rest of his life.

Arthur Francis, blacksmith and/or Joseph Peppin [Pepin], blacksmith helper/assistant surface foreman. Al Miners said he was in the blacksmith shop after he arrived on the surface. Timber yard worker T. Wilfred Tippett said Joe Pepin was the assistant surface foremen.

John T. (Jack) Wills, dryman and pump helper. Jack was on duty when his son, Rutherford Wills, arrived in the first-aid station in the “dry” building after his 800-foot climb to safety. Jack was also step-dad to William, Walter, and Albert Tippett. (See Chapter 12: “Lone Survivor”)

J. A. Peterson, mine clerk, whose signature is on almost all payroll records and the accident reports. (See Chapter 6: “Keeper of Names,” and Chapter 3: “Help for the families”)

Joseph Pope, mine clerk, is named in the 1924 annual report as an additional clerk at Barnes-Hecker. This timing coincides with the addition of the second shift in July of 1924. In “Help for the families,” based on 1926 records, Pope is named as a clerk at Morris-Lloyd.

T. Wilfred Tippett, surface laborer in the timber yard. “Tip” was about 18 when he worked in the timber yard at Barnes-Hecker. During his career in mining, Tip become mine captain of the Lloyd and Mather B mines. His father, Thomas Tippett, was captain of the Lloyd Mine at the time of the Barnes-Hecker tragedy. (See Chapter 11: “Timber”) 

Richard Lucas, hoist operator. (See Chapter 8: “In that moment”)

Roy Poirier and/or Joseph Hebert, timber trammers. Their job was to load and push carts filled with logs and timbers used for lining the tunnels and raises. T. Wilfred Tippett cites Roy Poirier as his partner in the timber yard on the day of the tragedy. (See Chapter 11: “Timber”)

Charles Dellangelo, electric foreman, mentioned in recollections of T. Wilfred Tippett. 

Horace Kirschner, shovel foreman 

William Westermeyer, shovel operator

Ed Billings, John Lawry, Edlore St. Andre, and Louis Trewella, shovel laborers 

Zephire Nault and Nickolai Lahti, carpenters
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	Keeper of Names

J. A. Peterson (1894-1957)

John Algot Peterson, mine clerk





[image: Image]

He is a man known only by his signature, which appears on almost every page of every Barnes-Hecker payroll ledger from 1921-1927. J.A. Peterson was the mine clerk. 

When mayhem broke loose on the surface of the Barnes-Hecker Mine on the morning of November 3, 1926, the mine office would have become a hub for communication, and it may have had only one phone connected to regular phone lines. 

What was it like dialing the Morris-Lloyd to reach North Lake District Superintendent Charles Stakel? The CCI main office? Unknown numbers of other offices and individuals? And handling incalculable numbers of incoming calls.

As the sobering truth of death became apparent, Peterson would have been involved in the grim task of verifying the names of the lost and assembling a list for the CCI main office. Thankfully, a second person, Joseph Pope, also worked in the mine office. 

In The Daily Mining Journal EXTRA that hit the streets at four o’clock in the afternoon on November 3, the initial number of fatalities was believed to be as high as 65. The paper reported that there were between 40 and 65 men trapped underground. The actual number was corrected to 51 when the names were released. Mr. Peterson knew these men personally. He knew those who were left on surface and the other men who weren’t on duty. 

There were 51 accident reports to be prepared, one for each of the lost mine employees, and one for Rutherford Wills, who had escaped the flooding mine. Although the accident reports are all dated November 3, 1926, they weren’t all signed until early December. 

Census records for 1920 and 1930 show John A. Peterson as mining clerk and bookkeeper in an iron mine. By matching census records that include his wife Rose, we found that John Algot Peterson and Rose Peterson are buried in the same plot in the Ishpeming cemetery. 

The narrative of the 1926 annual report for the CCI pension department shows that John Peterson is, indeed, named as the mine clerk for Barnes-Hecker. He was one of the CCI officials who visited the homes of all the employees who were at work at the mine on November 3.

Other records led to the descendants of J.A. Peterson, and they now have a missing piece of their family history. 

In a 1918 series of professional photographs taken at the Barnes-Hecker Mine site, there is one photo that could plausibly be J.A. Peterson.


[image: Image]

Barnes-Hecker Mine view showing the office and engine house, September 1918. Although the man in the photo is not identified, his attire suggests that he could be mine clerk J.A. Peterson.



That can never be verified, but the photo is presented here as a means of honoring a man who must surely have suffered a heavy emotional burden by being the keeper of the names of the lost men, and those who toiled with them at Barnes-Hecker. (See also: “Men on surface;” “Help for the families”)
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