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ABSTRACT 

 Following years of speculation about the potential economic value of mineral 

deposits in northeastern Minnesota, the first full-scale attempts to exploit that potential 

began in 1882.  That year, the Minnesota Iron Company (MIC) imported dozens of 

miners to start extracting iron ore from the Soudan Mine on the south shore of Lake 

Vermilion.  They concurrently imported hundreds of men to Agate Bay on the north 

shore of Lake Superior, approximately 70 miles south of the mine.  The MIC selected 

Agate Bay as the spot for their ore shipping port and they needed men to start the 

simultaneous construction of an ore dock in the harbor and a railroad north from the 

harbor to the mine.  Immediately after choosing Agate Bay as the spot for their shipping 

port location, the MIC bought up all the land along the north and west sides of Agate Bay 

except for a four-acre parcel that owner Thomas Sexton refused to sell.  As the MIC-

controlled community of Two Harbors developed around it, Sexton’s parcel, which he 

platted as the community of Agate Bay, remained outside of company control.  It quickly 

developed a reputation as a sea of iniquity that eventually became known as “Hell’s Four 

Acres,” which included a particularly notorious section called Whiskey Row.  Sexton’s 

platted community of Agate Bay existed for just a few years before the iron company 

acquired it early in 1886.  At that point the company removed or demolished all of the 

remaining structures and covered much of what had been the settlement of Agate Bay 

with a coal storage platform.  This project examines the town site of Agate Bay by 

looking at the documentary information in the historical record as well as the material 

culture remains recovered during archaeological excavations.  Agate Bay is examined in 
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terms of its position in a world economy (World Systems Theory) with consideration of 

the potential impacts of industrial capitalism. 
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PREFACE 

 A Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR) proposal to develop a 

Marina and Harbor of Refuge within the City Limits of Two Harbors precipitated the 

identification, evaluation, and mitigation of the Agate Bay/Whiskey Row Site (Site 

21LA541).  The city of Two Harbors is located approximately 25 miles northeast of 

Duluth, along the north shore of Lake Superior (Figure 1).   

 
Figure 1. Location of Two Harbors along the North Shore of Lake Superior. 
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 Minnesota’s portion of the north shore of Lake Superior1 consists of a span of 

about 150 miles that runs northeasterly from the city of Duluth to the Canadian border.  

With a population of slightly more than 3,200, Two Harbors is by far the most populated 

community on the North Shore. 

Two Harbors today functions largely as a bedroom community for Duluth.  Also, due to 

its proximity to the much larger community of Duluth (population 86,265 per the 2010 

United States Census), Two Harbors is less a destination than a pass-through.  Tourists 

and vacationers typically pass through town on U.S. Highway 61 on their way to popular 

northeast Minnesota vacation spots like the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness or 

renowned North Shore resort communities such as Lutsen, Tofte, and Grand Marais. 

Anxious to attract a larger share of tourism dollars, a prevailing sentiment in town 

reflects the belief that a new Marina and Harbor of Refuge will attract a significant 

amount of boat traffic which will, in turn, provide a substantial boost to the local 

economy.  Many local citizens, including several of the town’s civic leaders, are therefore 

quite anxious to have the new facility completed as quickly as possible. 

 Because of the project’s potential economic implications and the location of the 

project area, the cultural resource investigations at Site 21LA541 inspired a great deal of 

local interest.  The site is located in a highly visible spot adjacent to the harbor waterfront 

where many people come to watch the giant ore boats pull in to load (Figure 2).   

                                                 
1 In the regional vernacular, this span of Lake Superior is known simply as the North Shore. For vacationing 
or weekending denizens of the Minneapolis/St. Paul (i.e., “Twin Cities”) metro area, the North Shore is 
understood to be quantifiably different than “going up north” or “going to the cabin,” which infer a spot 
on an inland lake several hours north or northwest of the Twin Cities.  If one’s cabin happens to be on the 
North Shore, the proper informative statement would be the all-inclusive “going up to our cabin on the 
North Shore.” 
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Figure 2. Ore boat pulling in to load at the Agate Bay docks, photo by author. 

 
The archaeological fieldwork attracted considerable attention from the local public and 

the dig was, at least during the first two years of fieldwork activity, frequently mentioned 

in the local weekly newspaper.   

 Public sentiment regarding the value of the cultural resource investigations was 

mixed.  On the one hand were those who thought the whole endeavor was useless.  In the 

(paraphrased) words of the Lake County Historical Society (LCHS) administrator, 

headquartered in the county museum located less than 200 yards from the project area: 

Two Harbors is an explicitly blue-collar town with a working-class mentality.  There are 

many folks who don’t know and really don’t care what archaeology will do to benefit 
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them.  They view the whole thing as a big waste of time and money (Mel Sando, Personal 

Communication, August 2010). 

 Fortunately, the vast majority of both local residents and out-of-town visitors, at 

least those who chose to stop by the site and communicate with the field staff, were quite 

positive.  Many expressed a sincere sense that they were fully in favor of and genuinely 

interested in what the excavations would ultimately reveal.  A few even expressed a sense 

of regret that the site was going to be obliterated by the proposed development project 

and that the project would also cause the Agate Bay waterfront to lose a large part of the 

industrial character for which it has been historically known. 

 As part of an effort to foster good will in the community and to generate positive 

publicity by enabling local citizens to feel personally invested in the site, in June 2008 the 

MNDNR sponsored a public archaeology week on site.  The event was widely publicized 

as part of Minnesota Archaeology Week in venues ranging from the local newspaper to 

the websites of the Minnesota Office of the State Archaeologist (OSA), the Minnesota 

Historical Society (MHS), and the MNDNR.  Publicity for the event must be considered a 

resounding success, as it attracted a good deal of attention regionally as well as locally 

and it also attracted a number of professional as well as non-professional public 

volunteers. 

 In 2009, the DNR hired a project-specific crew of five archaeologists who 

conducted fieldwork for three months from August through October, 2009, and an 11-

person crew to work at the site for the duration of the 2010 Minnesota field season (mid-

May through mid-October).  Despite often less-than-ideal working conditions that will be 
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detailed more explicitly in the “Archaeology at Agate Bay” chapter, by the conclusion of 

the 2010 field season, site excavations totaled 138.5 square meters and the artifact 

assemblage totaled more than 40,000 items recovered.  By the end of 2010, the amount of 

time and labor invested in archaeological investigations at 21LA541 prompted the state 

site file keeper at the Minnesota OSA to remark that it was “the most intensive single-site 

archaeological investigation in the state in the past 25 years” (Bruce Koenen, Personal 

Communication, March 2011). 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

This project examines the contemporary impact and long-term consequences of 

industrial capitalism by analyzing historical accounts and material culture recovered from 

the archaeological investigation of an 1880’s frontier settlement along the north shore of 

Lake Superior.  Effects of industrial capitalism are placed into local, regional, national, 

and global contexts by incorporating a World Systems theoretical framework.  

Specifically, the project examines the ramifications of industrial capitalism as it is 

reflected through the actions of the Minnesota Iron Company and the responses of their 

employees and others who interacted with the company. 

 

Summary of Previous Regional Research 

 Literature pertaining to and field studies focusing on the historical archaeology of 

capitalism have become increasingly abundant over the past 10–15 years.  It seems, 

however, that almost all of the work conducted in the United States has taken place in 

either the eastern or far western part of the country, with the Upper Midwest maintaining 

a place in the midst of a prominent gap geographically as well as in the literature and 

knowledge base. 

 The region and conditions that most closely correspond to the circumstances at 

Agate Bay are those of the earliest iron and copper mining ventures into the Upper 

Peninsula of Michigan.  Although the Michigan exploration and initial development 
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occurred some 40 years earlier than that in Minnesota, many of the same conditions 

apply.  Most obviously, both introduced widespread European exploration into mostly 

unknown regions where the winter climate was not just extreme, but potentially life-

threatening. 

 In the past 15 years, graduate students in the Industrial Archaeology (IA) program 

at Michigan Technological University (MTU) have conducted a number of investigations 

focusing on historical and industrial archaeology in the Western Great Lakes region (e.g., 

Cowie 1996; Dixon 1995; Gronhovd 2001; Madson 2002; McQueen 1995; O’Rourke 

1997; Sewell 1999; Tumberg 1997; Wilson 2004).  Although the IA program is housed in 

the Department of Social Sciences, MTU is renowned as an engineering school, and to 

some extent IA students are trained in keeping with that engineering tradition.  Most of 

the classes focus on material culture and the history of technology, but relatively few 

anthropology classes are offered. 

 Because the MTU approach is not particularly anthropological (IA students, in 

fact, receive an MS rather than an MA upon successful completion of the program), the 

IA investigations have gathered a wealth of information, but little of it has been placed in 

any meaningful anthropological context.  While it is true that industrial archaeologists 

have started to move away from their traditionally myopic obsession with nuts and bolts 

to include some consideration of social and cultural context (e.g., Palmer and Neaverson 

1998, Casella 2005), it is still also true that an anthropologically based historical 

archaeological study of frontier-era capitalism will help fill that void in the Western 

Great Lakes region.  This study is intended to be a step in that direction. 
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Organization of Chapters 

 The information presented in this document starts with a discussion of the large-

scale theoretical constructs that form the contextual framework for the project.  After the 

theoretical framework has been established, the project is placed within the framework by 

gradually narrowing the focus to considerations of the issues under more tightly defined 

site-specific parameters.  Following the presentation of the site-specific information, the 

study concludes with a summary of how the current project fits into the theoretical realm 

of which it is part. 

 Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 presents the theoretical 

underpinnings of the project.  It begins with a discussion of the way archaeologists have 

traditionally approached the study of industrial capitalism.  Industrial capitalism is then 

considered according to the role it plays within the modern world system.  The chapter 

concludes by examining how the project-specific site of Agate Bay fits into the world 

system. 

 Chapter 3 incorporates aspects of industrial capitalism and the modern world 

system into a historical recap of the mineral-based development of northeastern 

Minnesota.  The chapter starts with a summary of the initial reports of mineral wealth in 

the western Great Lakes region and then moves into a discussion of early speculation 

specifically relative to Minnesota’s mineral lands.  The chapter wraps up by detailing the 

factors that led up to the establishment of the Minnesota Iron Company (MIC) and the 
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MIC decision to establish a shipping port on the north shore of Lake Superior in a small 

harbor known as Agate Bay. 

 Chapter 4 focuses on the MIC efforts to acquire all the land along and adjoining 

Agate Bay.  The chapter illustrates nascent company attitudes and approaches relative to 

pursuing company goals.  Some of the MIC approach is quite clearly illuminated during 

their attempts to acquire the land on and around Agate Bay from the previous landowner, 

Thomas Sexton. 

 Chapter 5 relates the history of the early days of development in the settlement of 

Agate Bay.  The site history focuses to a large degree on the different development 

trajectories on the land owned by Thomas Sexton vs. the land owned by the MIC.  

Particular attention is paid to Sexton’s land, which in modern parlance has come to be 

known as “Hell’s Four Acres,” and which included an especially notorious street called 

Whiskey Row. 

 Stories behind the creation of the stories about Hell’s Four Acres and Whiskey 

Row are examined more closely in Chapter 6.  This chapter shows how documentary 

sources of evidence are useful for attempts to create the most accurate and complete 

possible picture of the past.  More important, it also discusses the limitations of such 

source types and the consequent cautions investigators must be mindful of when using 

such sources. 

 Chapter 7 shifts the focus of the investigation from documentary evidence to 

material culture (i.e., archaeological) evidence.  The material culture portion of the 

project begins with a summary of other archaeological site investigations that might be 
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expected to yield artifacts similar to those found at Agate Bay.  The comparative sites are 

drawn from a diverse range both geographically and temporally, but they all represent 

places that were considered the edge of the frontier at the time subject to investigation. 

 Chapter 8 constitutes the “nuts and bolts” section of the project, relative to the 

archaeological fieldwork conducted Agate Bay.  This chapter includes a description of 

field methods employed and the results of excavation.  It also includes an explanation of 

site conditions unique to Agate Bay and how those conditions were dealt with.  The 

chapter concludes with a map detailing the locations of excavation blocks, and artifact 

tables for each block showing the types and numbers of artifacts recovered from the 

block. 

 Chapter 9 builds off the data presented in Chapter 8 to present a larger-scale 

interpretive analysis of the material culture of Agate Bay.  This chapter presents several 

research questions intended to link the theoretical approach of the project with the 

artifacts recovered from the site.  Part of that linkage is a descriptive analysis of a number 

of diagnostic artifacts.  Chapter 10 ends the study with a project summary and 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORY 

Industrial Capitalism 

 The development of Agate Bay was inextricably intertwined with the American 

iron industry, so it makes sense to contextualize the site under the rubric of industrial 

capitalism.  A theoretical approach derived from the historical archaeology of capitalism, 

particularly industrial capitalism, allows an in-depth look at the labor/management power 

struggles that came into play during the late-19th century.  It also permits an examination 

of the causal forces that precipitated those struggles with a goal of elaborating on the 

ways the struggles are still manifested and relevant in the modern world. 

Industrial capitalism has been credited (or blamed, perhaps, depending on one’s 

perspective) with transforming the American West (Hardesty 1999:213).  In many ways, 

the opening of Minnesota’s first two iron ranges bears a striking resemblance to the initial 

mineral extraction efforts in the American West.  In both instances, the first attempt to 

exploit the mineral wealth of the region led to an almost overnight influx of hundreds or 

even thousands of workers into an area that had been entirely unsettled, at least by 

European standards.  In both cases, the areas subject to new European settlement were in 

geographically remote locations with hostile environments and extreme climates that 

presented frequently dangerous or even life-threatening conditions.   

 The biggest difference between the mineral opening of the American West and 

the opening of Minnesota’s iron ranges is simply a matter of scale.  Even the most 

conservative estimate of an ephemerally named “American West” would concede that it 
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encompasses multiple states and hundreds of thousands of square miles.  Conversely, the 

most generous possible description of the iron industry-affiliated portion of northeastern 

Minnesota, including all of the iron-bearing lands as well as the transportation routes to 

the shipping ports, cannot reasonably be estimated to include as many as 1,000 square 

miles. 

 As is common with many historical archaeological studies of the working class, 

very little is known about the everyday life and material culture of the common working 

class folk who opened Minnesota’s first iron ranges.  Most of what is known about that 

time period and event is based on historical accounts written by those in charge.  A 

number of historical archaeologists (e.g., Deetz 1988:363; Orser 1996:178; Shackel 

1996:18) agree that the main value of their research involves telling the stories of the 

common folkthose whose stories would otherwise not be told or be told inaccurately.  

It is, however, not enough to simply tell their stories.  As Hardesty (1990:42) has pointed 

out, “research questions are trivial unless they are put into a broader scientific and 

scholarly framework that establishes their local, state, or national significance.” 

Recent years have seen an increasing number of historical archaeologists focusing 

their studies on and around capitalism.  Charles Orser (1996:71) has gone so far as to say 

he does not believe it is possible to separate the two.  For historical archaeologists who 

focus on capitalism, the effort is not merely on telling the stories of the common folk, but 

on understanding the advent of unequal power relations and the way that inequality is 

justified and maintained to the present day. 
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 In order to justify and maintain social and economic inequality, it is necessary to 

convince the disenfranchised group that the ideas of those in charge (i.e., the dominant 

group) are in fact everyone’s ideas (Orser 1996:166).  As Paul Mullins (1999:188) 

pointed out “if race or capitalism were universally oppressive, self-evident processes, it is 

unlikely they would be so historically resilient.”  The most effective and self-justifying 

way to maintain the unequal status quo is for the ruling group to convince themselves of 

their own innocence “because they were simply doing what was ‘right’” (Orser 1996:84). 

By absolving themselves of any sense of guilt or blame, it consequently makes it 

far easier for the dominant group “to convince marginalized groups that they themselves 

are responsible for their current condition, or, alternatively, that their condition is natural, 

universal, divinely ordained, established by the Founding Fathers, or historically 

inevitable” (Leone 1995:253).  The divination aspect was also put forth, in a way, by 

Daniel Chirot (1985:191), who suggested that “Capitalist bourgeois were able to develop 

their own brand of rational religion in which success in their economic activities, in 

increasing their profits, became a kind of proof of their moral worth.” 

 The process of absolution does more for the hegemony than simply relieving any 

potential feelings of guilt, shame, or blame.  It also continuously reinforces their feeling 

that they are entitled to their current position and to the myriad advantages incumbent 

upon that position in the modern world.  A modern day sense of entitlement is an 

important and relevant concept for historical archaeologists because in recent years, a 

number of scholars (e.g., Hardesty 2008; Leone 1995; Leone and Potter 1999; Majewski 
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and Schiffer 2001; Orser 1996; and Shackel 2000) have argued that historical 

archaeology should first and foremost address issues relative to the modern world. 

 In addition to simply attempting to understand the root causes for inequality in the 

modern world, some historical archaeologists (see, for example, virtually every article in 

Leone and Potter 1999) take the reasoning a step further and assert that historical 

archaeologists have not only the opportunity but also the responsibility to try to change 

the conditions of inequality.  Paul Shackel provides a tangible example of a way to 

facilitate change: 

By recognizing the horrors and exploitation associated with industrial labor, we 
can change the public memory currently associated with industrial development 
and make people aware of some of the poor working conditions that still exists 
(sic) today in industries around the world, especially in developing countries… 
and it gives people a choice as to whether they want to sponsor and support these 
conditions by “buying into them” today (Shackel 2000:102). 

 

Clearly, if enough people are convinced to not sponsor or support inhumane conditions, 

an opportunity is presented to effect real change.  As evidenced by Shackel’s emphasis 

on developing countries, to provide the greatest benefit to the largest possible number of 

people, these kinds of changes are most appropriately considered on the global scale. 

 

Industrial Capitalism and the Modern World System 

 Discussions of capitalism by definition generally incorporate a global perspective.  

Matthew Johnson (1999:221) averred that “Capitalism is nothing if not a global 

structure… in its developed form it is absolutely dependent on a series of links spanning 
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the surface of the world.”  Charles Orser proclaimed it “no accident that the capitalist 

world economy is often linked to the ‘modern world-system’… [the hallmark of which] 

is that since the 16th century, a single capitalist world-economy has been the driving force 

behind the creation of the modern world” (Orser 1996:81, 83). 

 The modern world system noted by Orser has been the subject for nearly a half-

century of a suite of research approaches that have often been grouped under the heading 

“World-Systems Theory,” although that term is a misnomer.  According to Thomas Hall 

(2000:viii), it is not valid to even utter “statements such as ‘World-systems analysis is 

about…,’ where any brief description is tossed into the final phrase.”  World-Systems 

Theory (or analysis, to use Hall’s term) is better considered more of a heuristic device or 

conceptual framework than a theory. 

 Most researchers tend to trace the roots of World-Systems Theory to Immanuel 

Wallerstein, in the form of his seminal 1974 volume titled The Modern World-System: 

Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of European World-Economy in the Sixteenth 

Century.  There is little doubt that Wallerstein’s contribution to the development of 

World-Systems Theory was considerable.  But Hall vehemently disputes what he calls 

the “frequently” repeated notion that Wallerstein said everything there was to say about 

World-Systems Theory in 1974.  Hall regards that as an “egregious[ly] inaccurate 

assessment” because Wallerstein’s 1974 writing “would barely scratch the surface of 

Wallerstein’s own work, not to mention that of scores of other world-system analysts” 

(Hall 2000:3). 
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 In a recent publication, Charles Orser (2009:255-257) pointed out a distinction 

between the “World-Systems Theory” espoused by Wallerstein, and “World Systems 

Theory” (sans hyphen) that is generally credited to Andre Gunder Frank.  The biggest 

difference between Frank and Wallerstein is that Frank believed that “world systems 

could be extended backward in time beyond the European, capitalist expansions of the 

sixteenth century… [because] the features of the world-system that appeared with the 

commencement of Postcolumbian history were in truth one element of a larger 

Afroeurasian cycle that had operated for thousands of years before the birth of 

Columbus” (Orser 2009:256). 

 Wallerstein, on the other hand, postulated the rise of a specifically capitalism-

based world-economy that came into existence in Europe between 1450 and 1640.  He 

suggested that while world-economies had indeed existed previously (China, Persia, 

Rome); those economies were fundamentally different because they invariably went on to 

become empires.  The distinction then, for Wallerstein, between those previous world-

economies and his modern world-economy was that “the techniques of modern 

capitalism and the technology of modern science… enabled this world-economy to 

thrive, produce, and expand without the emergence of a unified political structure” 

(Wallerstein 1974:16). 

 Wallerstein’s emphasis on capitalism and on a strictly post-Columbian timeframe 

meshes well with the research focus of many historical archaeologists.  James Deetz 

offered one of the more enduring definitions of historical archaeology when he called it 

“the archaeology of the spread of European culture throughout the world since the 
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fifteenth century and its impact on indigenous peoples” (Orser and Fagan 1995:11).  

Deetz’ omission of the word capitalism in his definition is the main distinction that 

separates his definition of historical archaeology from the way Wallerstein envisioned a 

world-economy.  Due to the similarities in focus, it follows that historical archaeologists 

may be particularly drawn to the Wallerstein rendition of World-Systems Theory (Orser 

2009:257). 

 The world-system of Immanuel Wallerstein is “an intersocietal system marked by 

a self-contained division of labor” which has three components, including “a core that 

employs advanced industrial production and distribution and has strong states, a strong 

bourgeoisie, and a large working class [and] a periphery that specializes in raw materials 

production and has weak states, a small bourgeoisie, and a large working class” (Hall 

2000:4-5).  The third component is, as its name would suggest, a position located 

between the core and the periphery.  Wallerstein defined it on an economic basis as “a 

midway point on a continuum running from the core to the periphery” (Wallerstein 

1974:102-103). 

 A detailed critique by Mark Leone and Parker Potter (1988:4-5, summarized in 

Orser 2009:261) pointed out some of the strengths and weaknesses of Wallerstein’s 

World-Systems Theory from an archaeological perspective.  According to Leone and 

Potter, strengths are that it helps archaeologists think of the “big picture” by introducing 

the notion of cross-continental comparative studies, it makes archaeologists consider 

capitalism-induced issues like unequal wealth, power, and profit, and it brings to bear a 
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focus on frontiers (i.e., peripheries), which in turn speak to central historical archaeology 

issues like colonialism, nationalism, and imperialism (Orser 2009:261). 

 On the other (weakness) side of the ledger, World-Systems Theory seems to force 

a “one-size-fits-all” sort of mentality on practitioners; a mentality not well suited to 

circumstances that do not fit neatly into some preconceived paradigm.  Leone and Potter 

believed the main problem with World-Systems Theory was an “essentializing 

functionalism” that manifested itself through things like failure to understand indigenous 

cultures and an inability “to create a strong connection between the past and present” 

(Orser 2009:261). 

 

Agate Bay as Part of a World System 

 The elements of time, location, and circumstances relative to its establishment all 

point to World-Systems Theory as an appropriate framework within which to study the 

Agate Bay site.  The site fits not only the post-Columbian timeframe defined by 

Wallerstein, it also fits into the more restricted time stricture offered by Daniel Chirot, 

who suggested that world systems theory really only came into its own “after the 

industrial revolution and the creation of the British world system in the nineteenth 

century” (Chirot 1985:193).  Agate Bay fits Chirot’s more precise definition of world 

systems theory because of its period of occupation and because it resulted from an 

explicitly capitalistic endeavor that was a direct consequence of the industrial revolution. 

 Agate Bay’s location, a remote and initially difficult-to-access outpost along the 

north shore of Lake Superior, qualifies it as a periphery due to its dependence on its core.  
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The core to Agate Bay’s periphery, its central place “from which production and capital 

emanate” (Orser 2009:255), was the Philadelphia office of Charlemagne Tower.  Tower’s 

office was the place from which emanated all the financial backing for and all the high-

level business decisions relative to the operation of the MIC. 

 The intermediate point, or semiperiphery, between Philadelphia and Agate Bay 

was the city of Duluth.  Although Wallerstein (1974:103) defined semiperipheries as 

“former core areas turning in the direction of peripheral structures,” it would be more 

accurate in this instance to describe Duluth as a former periphery turning in the direction 

of a core.  Just as Agate Bay was a virtual wilderness prior to the MIC-induced flurry of 

activity and concomitant influx of people in the early 1880s, Duluth and Superior at the 

Head of the Lakes had been a virtual wilderness a mere 25 years earlier. 

 By the time development activity got underway at Agate Bay and Two Harbors in 

early 1883, Duluth had become a relatively bustling commercial port.  Virtually all of the 

consumer goods that were imported to Agate Bay during its earliest days of development 

were shipped via boat from Duluth.  The import of consumer goods, particularly durable 

goods, becomes an important part of the Agate Bay story.  Those goods provide the basis 

for the material culture analysis that helps to develop a richer, more complete, and more 

accurate interpretation of the history and archaeology of Agate Bay. 
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CHAPTER 3: IN THE BEGINNING… (OF MINNESOTA’S IRON MINING) 

Speculation on Mineral Wealth in the Western Great Lakes 

The town-site of Agate Bay developed in the mid-1880s as a direct consequence 

of the opening of Minnesota’s first iron mine (Soudan) on its first iron range (Vermilion).  

Agate Bay and the town of which it eventually became a part, Two Harbors, “owed its 

existence to the railroad…[which] in turn, existed because of the iron ore” (Anderson 

1983:40).  The story of the discovery and confirmation of iron ore deposits in northern 

and northeastern Minnesota and the initial attempts to extract those deposits is, as is most 

history, long and convoluted with many unexpected twists and turns.  That story has been 

detailed in other venues (Wirth 1937, Walker 1979, Lamppa 2004), so will be 

summarized in brief here. 

 The 150 mile stretch between the city of Duluth at the westernmost terminus of 

Lake Superior and Grand Portage at the Minnesota-Canada border forms the southeast 

boundary of what is commonly referred to as Minnesota’s Arrowhead Region, or, simply, 

the Arrowhead (Figure 1).  Until the mid-19th century the Arrowhead was, at least by 

European convention, a virtual wilderness.  Prior to the signing of the Treaty of La Point 

on September 30, 1854, the Arrowhead was occupied mainly by scattered groups of 

Chippewa (Ojibwe) Indians.  Historical accounts suggest that rampant speculation about 

rich mineral deposits north and west of Lake Superior contributed in no small amount to 

European efforts to gain control of the land. 
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 Reports of mineral wealth in the western Great Lakes region date back at least to 

the early 17th century.  During a convalescent period spent with the Huron Indians on the 

shores of Lake Simcoe in the winter of 1615-16, French explorer Samuel de Champlain 

heard reports of a “grand lac” located far to the west and the Huron showed him copper 

nuggets that reportedly were found on the shores of the grand lake (Folwell 1956:4). 

The earliest written account of minerals found in the territory eventually 

encompassed by the state of Minnesota date to 1660 in the writings of Jesuit missionaries 

(Wirth 1937:7).  Stories of mineral riches around Lake Superior flourished and expanded 

over the course of the next two centuries and by the mid-1850s it was purportedly “well 

known that the Chippewa cession of 1854 was obtained in expectation, in part, that 

minerals – copper certainly, and gold or silver probably – would be found in that region” 

(Folwell 1969:2).  More specifically relevant to this investigation, reports of iron deposits 

in the land now encompassed by the state of Minnesota date to the early- to mid-1700s 

(Walker 1979:16). 

Only in the mid-19th century, though, were the first steps taken toward 

development of the iron lands.  In 1849, territorial governor Alexander Ramsey “asked 

the legislature to build a road from St. Paul to Lake Superior to exploit the mineral 

regions” and three years later the United States Geological Survey published the results 

of two surveys “definitively stating that iron existed in Minnesota” (Gronhovd 2001:48-

49). 

 Treaties signed with two of the indigenous tribes of Ojibwe who inhabited 

northeastern Minnesota in the 19th century also played a key role in the development of 
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the area.  In 1826, the Treaty of Fond du Lac was signed, granting the United States 

government the right to "search for and carry away, any metals or minerals from any part 

of [the Fond du Lac Ojibwe's] country," and the 1854 treaty signed at La Pointe removed 

the Indians from the Lake Vermilion region (Kappler 1904:269, 648-651).  Removal of 

the native Indians “opened the area to European settlement, finally spurring the interest of 

surveyors, geologists, and entrepreneurs” (Gronhovd 2001:49). 

 Even before the 1854 Treaty was signed in late September, various groups of 

“pre-emptors” began flocking to the area in an effort to get the jump on the competition.  

A clause in the treaty allowed white people to establish rights to purchase up to 160 acres 

of land at the minimum price through the use of a “pre-emptive claim” and the rights 

could be established simply by building a “house … 14 by 16, with a good roof” (Bishop 

2000:23-24).  The use of pre-emptive claims was not unique to the north shore. In fact, if 

a settler squatted without authority on Indian or public land, he was given the opportunity 

to purchase the land prior to the public sale, “even if this right was opposed to the public 

land policy” (Greve 1949:29). 

 

 An example of pre-emptive activity along the north shore was provided by R. B. 

McLean, who arrived in the Duluth-Superior area in mid-summer 1854: 

About the 15th of September, as I left the old hotel I met Mr. Clark on the 
sidewalk, he told me to get my blanket and ax and go with John Parry who was an 
old miner and explorer.  Later in the day I met Parry, he asked me if I was going 
with him; I told him that was my orders, “where are we going.”  “Well,” he said, 
“you must not tell any one what I tell you, but we are going to sneak over onto the 
North Shore and try and find where those masses of copper and that big vein that 
we have heard so much about are…”  As we neared the old portage, where the 
Duluth canal is now cut, we found some Indians were camped there.  They saw us 
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coming and motioned for us to come ashore, they wanted to know where we were 
going.  Parry told them we were only going down the river to catch some fish.  
One of the old men, pointing to the shore said, “Nort Shore Injun lan’, white man 
no go.”  Parry assured them we were only after fish and we were allowed to go 
on.  (McLean 1913:1-2). 

 

 Several centuries of rumor and speculation comprised the first bits of knowledge 

about potential mineral wealth in Minnesota’s Arrowhead region.  Once the treaties with 

the native bands of Ojibwe were signed, the area was thrown wide open and it did not 

take long for white men to move in and start exploring that potential in earnest. 

 

Initial Investigations of Minnesota’s Iron Lands 

 Numerous individuals played key roles with varying degrees of importance 

relative to the exploration and early development of Minnesota’s iron lands, but it is hard 

to imagine anyone who had a bigger impact than George Stuntz, “a man whose name 

runs through the early history of the Minnesota iron country like a vein of the hard 

Vermilion ore he helped to exploit” (Bridges 1952:144).  To be sure, it is quite likely that 

if Stuntz had never set foot in the state of Minnesota, someone else would have come 

along within a fairly short period of time and accomplished many of the things he did.  

But because he was the person in the right spot at the right time and had the right 

qualifications, George Stuntz is noteworthy today as “the surveyor-prospector who 

initiated the chain of events that led to the opening of the first of Minnesota’s iron 

ranges” (Reynolds 1989:326).  That sentiment has been echoed by other iron range 
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scholars (e.g., Culkin 1935:8, Havighurst 1942:36, Rapp 1958:35, Walker 1979:23, 

Lamppa 2004:43). 

George Riley Stuntz was born in Pennsylvania in 1820 but moved to the Upper 

Midwest at an early age to attend post-secondary school at the Grand River Institute in 

Ohio (Reynolds 1989:326).  After completing a two-year course there, he taught school 

for several years in Illinois, worked as an axman on a survey in Iowa, and eventually 

became a surveyor and county sheriff in Grant County, Wisconsin (Walker 1979:23).  In 

1849 he became a deputy U.S. surveyor and in July 1852, Stuntz was sent “to the head of 

Lake Superior2 to run the land lines and subdivide certain townships” (Woodbridge and 

Pardee 1910:229). 

His construction of “a log cabin, trading post, warehouse, and dock on Minnesota 

Point [within the City Limits of modern day Duluth] in 1853” cause him to be “regarded 

as the first permanent settler in Duluth and St. Louis County” (Walker 1979:23).  Stuntz 

spent some time during the remainder of the decade tending to his property on Minnesota 

Point and to a mill he had constructed on the Iron River “until 1858, when the hard times 

came on” (Woodbridge and Pardee 1910:230). 

The hard times Stuntz referred to was the panic of 1857, when “the bottom…fell 

out of all the booms at Superior, and at all other points at the Head of the Lakes… Three-

fourths of the people left the country, by every means of exit that was then available” 

                                                 
2 Because of its location at the very westernmost point of the Great Lakes, the area in and around what 
are now the cities of Duluth, Minnesota and Superior, Wisconsin (i.e., the “Twin Ports”) has traditionally 
and historically been referred to as the Head of the Lakes Region. 
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(Walker 1979:10-11).  It is safe to say that after the onset of the 1860’s, Stuntz devoted 

most of his time to surveying, exploring, and road-building.  

Also in the 1860s, Stuntz became aware that Minnesota might hold considerable 

iron wealth.  He first heard about Minnesota iron from N.A. Posey, the son of a fur trader 

who was employed by the government as a blacksmith stationed at the Bois Forte Indian 

reservation at Lake Vermilion.  There, in 1863 Posey was given ore samples by the local 

Indians, and he, in turn, showed them to Stuntz.  Stuntz did not realize that the ore came 

from Minnesota, but believed it came from the Marquette region of Upper Michigan, and 

basically disregarded the information. 

In 1865, Minnesota’s short-lived gold rush piqued prospectors’ interest in the 

possibility of iron. But because no transportation infrastructure existed in northeastern 

Minnesota at the time, acquiring and transporting provisions was very expensive, if not 

nearly impossible (letter from George Stuntz, cited in Leggett and Chipman 1895:67-68). 

 Although Minnesota’s Gold Rush ultimately did not amount to much from a gold 

extraction standpoint, it did have significant ulterior consequences in that it renewed 

speculative excitement and “helped open the interior of the Arrowhead country through 

the construction of the region’s first road (Walker 1974:54).  Although little in the way of 

on-the-ground activity directly related to the iron industry took place for the next decade, 

that time span did witness activity that proved important to the development of the 

industry.  One important event occurred in January 1869 when Stuntz traveled to New 

York City to meet with his former boss, General George B. Sargent, who had formerly 

served as surveyor-general of Iowa, Wisconsin and Minnesota. 
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 The main purpose of his trip was to alert Sargent to the wealth of resources in the 

country “tributary to Duluth,” such as the mineral resources, the undeveloped lumber 

interests, the “grain producing quality of the land,” and “the unlimited supply of food fish 

in Lake Superior as well as in the 10,000 interior lakes in Minnesota” (Woodbridge and 

Pardee 1910:232).  Stuntz achieved that purpose when Sargent bought from him 40 lots 

in Duluth for $1,000.  But, as it turned out, a larger purpose was served on that same trip 

when Stuntz continued on to Philadelphia where he was introduced to Jay Cooke, at that 

time “the country’s foremost banker” (Walker 1979:24). 

 At the time of their meeting, Cooke was exploring opportunities to lay out a 

railroad route through northern Minnesota.  He was quickly convinced “that Stuntz was 

better informed, as to land values, timber stands and mineral possibilities in St. Louis 

County than any other man at the head of Lake Superior” (Van Brunt 1921:173), and 

because of that, no doubt determined to maintain contact.  Perhaps the most significant 

consequence of the Stuntz-Cooke meeting was that it eventually led to Stuntz meeting 

George C. Stone. 

Stone was a Massachusetts native who moved west with his family and worked as 

a merchant in St. Louis and Iowa, and later expanded into banking.  With the onset of the 

Civil War, Stone encountered significant financial hardships and fell into bankruptcy. 

Over the next few years, he moved from Muscatine to Chicago to New York City and to 

Philadelphia, Finally, in 1869 at the age of 47, Stone moved to Duluth where he was 

employed as an assistant to George B. Sargent, the agent of Philadelphia financier Jay 

Cooke (Walker 1979: 24). 
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 Sometime between 1865 and 1875, Stuntz and Stone apparently formed some sort 

of a business association.  Although the exact nature of their association was not clear, it 

was allegedly “quite certain” that this relationship was based on the newly discovered 

iron deposits of the Vermilion Range (Van Brunt 1921:350-351).  Whatever the nature of 

their business relationship, the personal relationship between the two is compelling. 

 On some level George Stuntz and George Stone were quite similar.  They 

acquired reputations as men who had great vision; they were men who could, for 

instance, foresee the great economic potential of Minnesota’s iron lands.  The roles they 

adopted in the pursuit of that vision, however, could hardly have been less similar. 

 George Stuntz was described as “part bushwhacker, part builder, part dreamer, he 

belonged to the wilderness and yet he saw the nation’s commerce coming.  Most of his 

life was devoted to getting that commerce started” (Havighurst 1942:35).  Even if he saw 

that commerce coming, he seemed to have no great desire to procure much of it for 

himself.  “He could envision wealth and develop it, but seemed careless to secure any of 

it for himself” (Culkin 1935:12).  Proof of his ambivalence about money is illustrated by 

the fact that although he was highly regarded as a “maker of millionaires” and a “pioneer 

of pioneers,” George Stuntz died, essentially penniless, as a charity patient in the Red 

Cross hospital in West Duluth on October 24, 1902 (Rapp 1958:35). 

 George C. Stone had none of the inherent Stuntz tendency to leave the wealth 

accumulation to others, but in some respects Stone was his own worst enemy.  The thing 

that seemed to cause him the most misery was his propensity for brash and not 

necessarily thought-through action.  In the words of Charlemagne Tower’s biographer: 
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His imagination was highly inflammable.  He easily became excited over new 
business ventures, particularly when they were spiced with the two-fold element 
of risk and high profit.  For if ever a man was the promoter born it was affable, 
volatile George Calvin Stone.  Impulsive as Don Quixote, though not so altruistic, 
he loved to mount his good steed Wishful Thinking and gallop off in search of 
windmills to buy and sell.  As a result he had never attained permanent prosperity, 
nor more than a fraction of the riches he desired.  What he needed was someone 
to guide and restrain him – a business partner like Charlemagne Tower (Bridges 
1952:139). 

 

 The business relationship between George Stuntz and George Stone, however it 

was initially established and whatever its exact nature was, turned out to be symbiotic.  

The surveyor and explorer Stuntz spent a great deal of time in the wilds of northeastern 

Minnesota early on and thereby had the opportunity to be informed of the ore deposits.  

He also had the requisite knowledge to recognize the economic potential of what he was 

shown.  The opportunistic businessman Stone had the connections to bring the ore to the 

attention of individuals who were in a financial position to be able to capitalize on what 

they were shown. 

 In the spring of 1875, George Stone made a trip east with ore specimens in hand 

to try to attract investors.  He stopped in to see leading industrialists of the day, such as 

Captain Eber B. Ward, the steel king of Detroit, Orrin W. Potter of Chicago, and Amasa 

Stone of Cleveland.  Those men all turned him down, explaining that “it would cost a 

fortune to build a railroad across those swamps and haul out the ore, assuming of course 

that the ore was really there.”  The men were making logical business decisions, but in 

turning Stone down, “they were turning down one of the greatest investment 

opportunities of all time” (Bridges 1952:135-136). 

After striking out in Detroit, Chicago and Cleveland, Stone moved on to 
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Philadelphia, where because of his previous connection to Jay Cooke, he was able to 

secure an audience with Charlemagne Tower.  As will be shown in the next section, the 

meeting between Stone and Tower turned out to be a watershed moment in the history of 

Minnesota’s iron industry. 

 

Establishment of the Minnesota Iron Company 

 Although he presumably did not know it at the time, the reason Stone’s visit to 

Charlemagne Tower was ultimately successful was facilitated by the fact that Tower 

already had heard about a rumored mountain of iron eight miles long, and he was eager to 

hear more.  At the conclusion of their talk, Tower sent Stone to see his partner Samuel 

Munson because Tower trusted Munson’s superior “knowledge and experience about iron 

ore and iron ore lands” (Bridges 1952:142).  Munson, in turn, had the ore samples tested 

by Professor Albert H. Chester of Hamilton College.  Upon Chester’s favorable review, 

Tower and Munson decided to form “an expedition to explore the Mesabi district 

thoroughly and determine on the basis of full scientific evidence whether it was worth 

exploiting” (Bridges 1952:143). 

 The expedition was originally sent to explore the Mesabi district because that was 

the location of the rumored mountain of iron of which Charlemagne Tower had heard.  

Stories about the great iron fields in Minnesota circulated rampantly in Upper Michigan 

in the late 1860’s.  In 1869, a group of Ontonagon businessmen, calling themselves the 

“Ontonagon Syndicate” (Lamppa 2004:47), selected Peter Mitchell to explore northern 

Minnesota to either determine or refute the veracity of the stories.  In 1870 Mitchell “is 
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said to have traversed the entire Mesabi range and also to have crossed over to the 

Vermilion range” (Wirth 1937:13). 

 Mitchell brought back samples of the ore he witnessed on the Mesabi.  Still, the 

Ontonagon Syndicate never followed up with any serious attempts to extract the Mesabi 

ore.  Likely that was because either “Stuntz’s outcroppings of hematite [on the 

Vermilion] seemed small and scattered compared to the vast formation Mitchell had 

encountered on the Mesabi” or, more likely, “because Stuntz was promoting the 

Vermilion and, as official government surveyor, had the power to classify any land he 

surveyed as swamp, farm or mineral and thus control not only the method by which it 

could be acquired but also the price” (Lamppa 2004:48).  In other words, they would 

have had to pay a price they would have considered exorbitant. 

 In any event, Tower and Munson eventually hired Chester to lead an expedition to 

the Minnesota iron lands in 1875.  During that expedition, Chester did mainly stick to his 

orders to check on the ores of the Mesabi district.  Unfortunately for Tower and Munson, 

during his explorations, Chester only tested the far eastern end of the Mesabi Range 

where the ore was of an extremely poor grade.  

 Albert Chester thus ended up essentially writing off the Mesabi Range because he 

saw only a tiny fraction of it, and the fraction he saw had the poorest ore.  But his 1875 

expedition still must be considered a success because he examined part of the Vermilion 

Range and recommended that the Vermilion district “well deserved further most careful 

and exhaustive examination” (Bridges 1952:151).  Another expedition to the iron lands in 

1880 provided more evidence of economic potential, and Tower was finally convinced 



42 
 

that Minnesota iron was something worth fully investing in. 

 It took nearly 20 years from the day in 1863 when George Stuntz was first shown 

iron ore specimens from the Vermilion Range until industrial-scale ore extraction efforts 

got underway.  Once the capitalists, specifically Charlemagne Tower, were convinced 

that the effort was worthwhile, things started moving very quickly.  In March 1882, 

Charlemagne Tower, with the help of George Stone, orchestrated a takeover of the 

Duluth & Iron Range Railroad Company from its original incorporators, installing Stone 

as the railroad company’s president and Tower’s son-in-law Richard Lee as chief 

engineer (Walker 1979:51). 

 In June 1882, George Stone sent up a small crew consisting of two men, Andrew 

Sandell and Peter Erickson, and a boy, Thomas Walsh to start test-pitting for ore near the 

south shore of Lake Vermilion at the spot that eventually became known as the Soudan 

Mine (Van Brunt 1921:360).  As testing on the mine lands got underway, the company 

also started preparing the transportation system necessary to get the ore to market.  After 

considering a number of sites for their railroad terminus and shipping port, the company 

chose Agate Bay, both because it was closer than most other options and also because it 

“had a clay bottom bay, a rarity along the rocky north shore” (Anderson 1983:40). 

 The first tangible sign of direct company involvement at Agate Bay occurred on 

September 21, 1882, when George Stone purchased two buildings with all their contents 

from landowner Thomas Sexton for $100 (Charlemagne Tower papers3).  That 

transaction came more than two months before the Minnesota Iron Company (MIC) was 

                                                 
3 Microfilmed copies of Charlemagne Tower’s papers are available in the Minnesota Historical Society 
manuscript collection under call #: M61.  The original documents are housed at Columbia University. 
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officially incorporated on December 1, 1882, with Charlemagne Tower, President; 

Edward Breitung, Vice President; George C. Stone, General Manager; Charlemagne 

Tower, Jr., Treasurer; and Thomas L. Blood, Secretary; with capital stock of ten million 

dollars (Certified copy of Articles of Incorporation in United States General Land Office, 

File 85/102690; as cited in Wirth 1937:131). 

 After the MIC incorporated in December 1882, development activity moved into 

high gear and the year of 1883 witnessed the transformation of the North Shore and the 

Arrowhead region of northeastern Minnesota from a virtual wilderness into a busting hive 

of industrial activity that became home to a population of thousands.  On April 4, 1883, 

William Sargent purchased all but four acres of land from Thomas Sexton, who up to that 

point had owned virtually all of the land on and around Agate Bay since he had 

purchased a 154.18-acre parcel from John D. Howard in 1863 (Bishop 2000:24).  The 

four-acre parcel Sexton held on to in 1883 became a critical component of the Agate Bay 

story. 

 

The Settlement of Agate Bay 

 Transforming a wilderness almost overnight posed some challenges for the MIC.  

First and foremost, they needed copious numbers of laborers almost immediately.  The 

company hired and imported a group of “about twenty-six families and thirty bachelors” 

from the Menominee mining region of Upper Michigan in March 1884 to start work at 

the mine (Bridges 1952:202).  However, in addition to the miners up north at Soudan, to 

transport the mined ore the company needed enough men on the ground at Agate Bay to 



44 
 

form two work crews; one to start constructing a railroad north from the harbor, and 

another to start building a dock large enough to accommodate the giant boats that would 

transport the ore to the furnaces in Cleveland (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Constructing Agate Bay’s first ore dock, photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

 According to a letter sent from Richard Lee to Charlemagne Tower and Samuel 

Munson on November 17, 1880 (Charlemagne Tower papers), Thomas Sexton had 

apparently cleared and partially cultivated as much as 20 acres at least two years before 

the MIC moved into the area.  Sexton had no need for any large buildings though, and in 

early spring 1883 there was nothing more on site than perhaps the two shacks Sexton had 

sold to Stone the previous fall.  It makes a good deal of sense, then, that the first three 

buildings erected by the MIC consisted of a company office building, a hotel (Figure 4), 

and a large boarding house for the working men (Duluth Daily Tribune, May 15, 1883). 
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Figure 4. Early construction at Agate Bay, showing Agate Bay Hotel (white building, 
center), one of the first three structures erected, photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

 Less than a month after the MIC plan for initial construction, building was 

proceeding apace up at Agate Bay; there were nearly a dozen houses and tents, seven of 

which were saloons. The hotel was also under construction and the Duluth Daily Tribune 

reported on June 12, 1883 that “[t]wo Harbors is the name given to the place and it is 

destined to be quite a town.”  

In another article printed just over a week later the newspaper reinforced the sense 

of the pace and direction of activity at Two Harbors, reporting that nearly 300 contractor 

employees were working on constructing the railroad, the two-story office building was 

nearly complete, the hotel would be completed within one month, and yet more saloons 

were being established. The saloons by far outnumbered any other business enterprise in 

town, but they did not simply focus on alcohol. “Several have restaurants attached and 
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are doing a good business feeding visitors (Duluth Daily Tribune June 20, 1883). A mere 

nine days after the previous article, eight structures had been added to the settlement 

(Duluth Daily Tribune, June 20, 1883). 

 As noted in the accounts listed above, along with the official MIC-related 

development in Two Harbors (e.g. hotel, office, railroad), saloons played a prominent 

role in the initial stages of Agate Bay development.  That notion would come as no 

surprise to anyone familiar with the rough-and-tumble nature of frontier settlements.  It 

was certainly no surprise to Charlemagne Tower, Jr., who remarked that “Sexton’s four 

acres is covered with a colony of small drinking saloons, the natural out-growth in every 

western town; they follow civilization as the crows do an army” (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. 

to Charlemagne Tower, June 28, 1883). 

While it may well be true that saloons and affiliated establishments of vice are 

“the natural out-growth” of newly established settlements on the edge of the frontier, 

stories about the saloon district of Agate Bay have achieved an almost mythical status.  

Townsfolk of Two Harbors today are all familiar with the story that the first development 

in 1883 soon included a particularly notorious stretch called Whiskey Row, which 

contained no fewer than 22 saloons.  Published histories of the City of Two Harbors also 

attest to the emphasis on saloon construction, but they concurrently cast doubt on the 

exact location of the saloon district, leading to a sense that the mystique of Whiskey Row 

extends even to its precise location (Figure 5).   
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Figure 5. Agate Bay waterfront, looking east along Bay Street, reputedly the location of 
the notorious "Whiskey Row," photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

A town history written and printed in 1900 suggested that: 

The first business buildings were erected on “Whiskey Row,” down past the 
present site of the coal dock towards the lighthouse, and now occupied chiefly by 
fisher folk.  “The Row” was a lively place in its palmy days.  Within its narrow 
limits at one time there were twenty-two saloons and dance halls.  There were 
hundreds of men employed on the railroad and most of them were past masters in 
the art of celebrating pay day (Morrison 1900:31). 

 

 The Two Harbors Centennial booklet, published in 1983, told a similar story 

describing the development along Main Street as consisting of shanties and tents, 22 of 

which were saloons, dance halls and “gambling dens” (Anderson 1983:17).   
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Agate Bay’s Whiskey Row continued to grow, but other entrepreneurs also 

worked to make the town a reputable resort and business town. Ships carried visitors 

from Duluth on a daily basis (Figure 6), and one Duluth Daily Tribune account says that 

the Agate Bay hotel was already too small to accommodate town visitors, and that “The 

company can easily bring Agate Bay into prominence as a summer resort.”  

 
Figure 6. Agate Bay waterfront, circa 1885, photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

By 1883, Agate Bay had grown into a thriving support community for the Soudan 

Mine consisting of, in addition to saloons, ancillary industries such as hotels, boarding 

houses, a grocery store, log school house, sawmill and shoemaker (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Agate Bay from Lighthouse Point (view to NW), photo courtesy UW-Superior 
archives. 

 

 Agate Bay also continued to serve as the conduit between the Soudan Mine and 

the international pool of potential mine workers. Agate Bay was the mine worker’s last 

stop before heading into Minnesota’s remote northeastern forests. The number of 

employees at the Soudan Mine quickly increased from a handful in 1882 to over 300 with 

several hundred additional employees providing support services in Agate Bay by June of 

1884.  

By this time, at the other end of “the line,” the Soudan Mine was producing 420 

tons of ore per day however the railroad between Agate Bay and the Soudan Mine was 

not yet complete, so the ore was stockpiled as railroad construction continued at a 
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frenzied pace (Soudan Mine Collection 1884).  Finally, on July 31st, 1884, the Duluth & 

Iron Range Railroad (D&IRR) reached the Soudan Mine.  The following day the first 

shipment of 220 tons of ore left the Soudan Mine bound for Agate Bay (Soudan Mine 

Collection 1884).  In addition to serving as the conduit between the international pool of 

mine workers, Agate Bay also served as the national and international conduit between 

Minnesota iron ore and processing and economic centers. 

During Soudan Mine's first year of operations, 62,124 tons of Soudan’s iron ore 

travelled through Agate Bay on the D&IR (Columbia University Archives: Charlemagne 

Tower Collection 1884). By the end of 1885 this number increased 350%, putting 

increasing pressure on the railroad and company to move the more quickly and efficiently 

from the mine to Agate Bay. However, Thomas Sexton’s settlement occupied a prime 

coal storage location next to the lake potentially hindering the smooth functioning of the 

railroad and transport of the ore.  

By 1886 ore production at the Soudan Mine had again increased by one third 

(Columbia University Archives: Charlemagne Tower Collection 1885; 1886).  As 

Soudan's production increased, MIC profited, ultimately drawing outside interest. This 

interest culminated in 1887 with Charlemagne Tower selling his shares (under extreme 

duress) to Henry H. Porter of the Illinois Steel Company.  Porter had uncovered that MIC 

had illegally acquired their mining lands, and hinted at contacting the authorities unless 

Tower sold his shares (Columbia University Archives: Charlemagne Tower Collection 

1887).  Interestingly, it was also at this time that Thomas Sexton agreed to sell his final 

four acres. 
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A compelling part of the Agate Bay story revolves around the relationship 

between the Minnesota Iron Company (MIC) and other landowners, including Thomas 

Sexton.  An investigation of the relationship between the MIC and the other landowners 

along Agate Bay will help illuminate the rationale and motives the company would use to 

mold a social and cultural dynamic that would be most useful and beneficial to them.  

The next chapter explores the attitudes of the MIC, generally in terms of their view of the 

labor/management dichotomy, and specifically in terms of their interactions with the 

landowners including Thomas Sexton. 



52 
 

CHAPTER 4: THOMAS SEXTON AND THE MINNESOTA IRON COMPANY 

 Thomas Sexton and his land dispute with the MIC began as soon as the company 

began industrial-scale activity at Agate Bay. As one of the first white men to visit the 

Head of the Lakes region, Thomas Sexton witnessed the massive transformation of the 

Agate Bay region from a complete wilderness to a bustling mining frontier settlement. 

Sexton’s story is an integral part of the early development of Agate Bay because of his 

position as the primary landowner along Agate Bat at the time the MIC moved into the 

area. 

The relationship between Thomas Sexton and the MIC was uneasy right from the 

start.  From the company’s point of view, not only did Sexton have what they desperately 

wanted, he had what they felt they were fully entitled to.  His generally contentious 

relationship with MIC reveals much about the company’s prevailing attitudes and 

approaches towards non-employees. 

 

Biographical Sketch of Thomas Sexton 
 

Thomas Sexton was born in 1825 in County Clare, Ireland, but moved with his 

parents the following year to Toronto, Canada.  The eldest of 13 children, he lived in the 

Toronto area until 1853, when he made his first trip to the Head of the Lakes 

(Commemorative Biographical Record 1905: 149).  His arrival in 1853 qualified Sexton 

for the privileged status as one of “the first half dozen white men to penetrate the wilds 
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where Duluth now stands” (Duluth News Tribune, May 19, 1908), but his initial visit was 

short-lived. 

 After a stay of just a few days in the Duluth-Superior area, Sexton moved on to 

Ontonagon in Upper Michigan’s Copper Country where he landed a job as an engineer at 

the Forest Copper Mine, with a “princely salary of $1,200 a year” (Duluth Evening 

Herald, May 18, 1908).  Despite the princely salary, he spent only one winter in the 

Copper Country and then returned to the Head of the Lakes, where he found employment 

as a bridge builder (Neill 1881: 696).  During this time Sexton filed claim on a parcel of 

land that included the spot where Duluth’s first 20th century post office would eventually 

be located.  He abandoned that claim soon thereafter “because he thought there were too 

many rocks and mosquitoes in the locality” (Commemorative Biographical Record 1905: 

149). 

 Sexton apparently stayed at the Head of the Lakes for less than a year during his 

second trip there because by the summer of 1855 he had filed a preemptive claim of 160 

acres and erected a 14’ x16’ shack along the north shore of Agate Bay.  “Though no 

mansion, Sexton’s shack did at least meet the implied meaning of the [preemption] 

specifications, whereas some less scrupulous land claimants skirted the law by placing a 

14-by-16 inch shingled box on a claim” (Bishop 2000: 24). 

Sexton purchased 154.18 acres at Agate Bay from John D. Howard in October 

1863.  He paid Howard $145.00, about 94 cents per acre.  On April 4, 1883, he sold all 

but four acres to William Sargent (acting on behalf of the Minnesota Iron 

Company/Duluth and Iron Range Railroad) for $4,000.00 (Bishop 2000:24).  That sum 
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made the per acre price approximately $26.63/acre, meaning Sexton had realized a 28-

fold increase on the land in just under 20 years.  Even that sum looks paltry though, 

compared to the $20,000 Sexton eventually received for his last four acres of Agate Bay 

land. 

 Immediately after selling his last four acres of land in Agate Bay, Sexton moved 

back to Duluth, where he lived until his death on May 17, 1908.  An account published 

near the end of his life stated that upon his move to Duluth, “he invested in lots on East 

Fourth street, on which he put up a number of houses, which yield him a nice income.  

His own home, built in 1888, is a modern and comfortable residence, and here, retired 

from active labors, Mr. Sexton is enjoying the results of his successful business career” 

(Commemorative Biographical Record 1905:149). 

 

Sexton meets the Minnesota Iron Company 
 
 Thomas Sexton’s ability to live out his twilight years in comfort as the result of a 

successful business career is due in no small part to his real estate dealings in Two 

Harbors, but he did not exactly have an easy time of it getting that money out of the MIC.  

His interactions with the company are preserved mainly in the form of official MIC 

correspondence.  To gain a full picture of the company perspective, it may be well to 

point out that the MIC was aware of Sexton’s land ownership on and around Agate Bay 

at least as early as late 1880, when engineer Richard Lee was sent on a reconnaissance 

mission up the north shore from Duluth and farther north to the iron formations near Lake 

Vermilion to scout for possible railroad routes.  During this mission, Lee traveled to 
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Agate Bay and noted that the bay and land owned by Thomas Sexton were “favorable” 

presumably as a potential railroad end-point (Richard Lee to Charlemagne Tower, Sr., 

November 17, 18804).  

 The MIC did not initialize any appreciable development efforts at Two Harbors 

for more than two years after Richard Lee’s first letter to Tower Sr.  But when they did, it 

was evident that Sexton was still on their mind.  On May 17, 1883, Tower Jr. wrote to his 

father that it looked “as if we should place our dock in a better place than was selected for 

it, and avoid at the same time, coming into contact at all with Sexton’s land.” 

 Circumstances apparently changed rapidly, because from that rather laissez faire 

attitude expressed in May, scarcely more than a month later the MIC had adopted a far 

more aggressive approach.  In a letter to his father written in late June, Tower Jr. 

demonstrated the company’s willingness to do whatever it took to get their hands on 

whatever land they wanted, both on Agate Bay and on Burlington Bay, located just to the 

east.  Sexton owned most of the land that fronted on Agate Bay.  His neighbor, Thomas 

Feigh, owned the parcel adjacent to the east, which included the point of land between 

the two harbors as well as some of the shoreline on Burlington Bay.  Tower Jr. was 

interested in both parcels and in June 1883 had aggressively initiated condemnation 

proceedings of both Sexton and Feigh’s property (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to 

Charlemagne Tower, Sr., June 26, 1883). 

                                                 
4 Unless otherwise specified, all of the written correspondence referenced in this chapter is located in the 
Charlemagne Tower papers at the Minnesota Historical Society archives (Manuscript Collection, Microfilm 
Call #: M61).  The original documents are housed at Columbia University. 
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 Still, even though he clearly was willing to use whatever means necessary at his 

disposal, Tower Jr. also expressed his preference to be a “good neighbor.”  In the very 

next line after the quote given above, he added “The probability is, however, that Mr. 

Stone [General Manager of the MIC] will settle peaceably with both these men, in the 

end; and I hope he will do so.” 

 It is clear from the tone of his correspondence at this time that Tower Jr. fully 

expected clear sailing for the company in the matter of acquiring Sexton’s land.  In a 

letter to his father dated July 7, 1883, he virtually said as much, writing that their 

“petition has gone to the court in the matter of the condemnation of Sexton’s four 

acres…we shall expect to have three commissioners appointed who shall fix a valuation 

upon the land.  I do not apprehend much trouble about this.” 

 Several weeks later, Tower Jr. maintained his high level of confidence in the 

company’s legal prospects while simultaneously (perhaps at least partly because of his 

confidence) still expressing his preference to be neighborly: 

I have been in the District Court today attending the hearing of the proceedings 
relating to the condemnation of Sexton’s four acres at Two Harbors… They made 
something of a fight, but we beat them and got a Commission appointed.  I am in 
hopes that when we have got Sexton pretty well under, we will then be able to 
make a settlement with him and pay him a good fair price for his land, instead of 
taking it from him (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to Charlemagne Tower, July 23, 
1883). 
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Sexton vs. the Minnesota Iron Company 
 
 In early August 1883, the commission appointed by the court filed an award of 

approximately $18,000 to Sexton and his lessees. Based on his confident and assertive 

pre-hearing language in the July 23 letter (e.g. “we beat them,” and “when we have got 

Sexton pretty well under”), Tower Jr. must have been surprised and disappointed by the 

Commission decision.  This very high monetary award forced the MIC to re-think 

whether their development at Two Harbors and Agate Bay actually required the 

acquisition of Sexton’s property (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to Charlemagne Tower, August 

13, 1883).   

 The period of weeks immediately after the Condemnation Commission award 

decision prompted a certain amount of indecision on the part of Charlemagne Tower Jr.  

The day after his letter informing his father about Sexton’s award, he cautiously wrote to 

his father that he would proceed with the condemnation of Feigh’s land on Agate and 

Burlington Bay.  In this letter he worried what impact Sexton’s high award would have 

on the value of Feigh’s land, but surmised “[w]e will try it, anyway” (Charlemagne 

Tower, Jr. to Charlemagne Tower, August 14, 1883).  A mere two days later, however, 

Tower was having second thoughts. He worried that if the award was too high and the 

MIC did not follow through with the acquisition, they risked “get[ing] into the awkward 

position in which we stand with Saxton” (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to Charlemagne 

Tower, August 16, 1883). 

 Two weeks later the Feigh condemnation matter remained unresolved, although 

Tower Jr. informed his father that the company planned to “appeal from the award in 
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Saxton’s case and fight that out” (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to Charlemagne Tower, 

August 29, 1883).  The expressed preference to not condemn suited the MIC’s 

occasionally expressed interest in maintaining a positive relationship with the 

surrounding community.  Charlemagne Tower himself ostensibly did not view his 

approach as paternalistic but “favored a labor policy that was just, according to his own 

lights, firm, and non-paternalistic” (Bridges 1952:247-248).   

 Although Charlemagne Tower, Jr. felt that he and Sexton were personally on very 

good terms, he did not expect an easy time of negotiations with Sexton, stating that 

Sexton was “stubborn and always ready to fight” (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to 

Charlemagne Tower, September 5, 1883).  It would be interesting to uncover a Sexton 

diary or journal entry for that day to see how that meeting was viewed from the other side 

of the desk.  Suffice it to say that the MIC appeal was unsuccessful and Thomas Sexton 

did not blink or back down.  The MIC did not acquire Sexton’s land until more than three 

years after the condemnation proceedings, and they ended up paying more than they 

would have if they had simply accepted the award amount. 

 

Minnesota Iron Company Reaction to Court Decision 
 

The fact that Sexton maintained ownership and thereby control of his four-acre 

parcel on the shore of Agate Bay constituted an ongoing bur under the saddle of the MIC.  

His ownership of the land flew directly in the face of Charlemagne Tower, Sr.’s express 

desire “to own and control all the land bordering the two Bays… so that nobody shall 

even wash his feet in the waters of the Lake, except, ‘by your leave, Sir’” (Bridges 
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1952:196).  The company desire for control was certainly exacerbated by the fact that 

their very lack of control was directly the cause of damage to the company’s reputation.  

It is unsurprising, then, that Tower had a dim view of Sexton’s maintained ownership of 

his four acres. 

The displeasure with Sexton is clearly manifested in subsequent “official” 

company histories.  According to a history of the DM&IR railroad, the company attempt 

to acquire land for men who would build on it and live in the town “was only partly 

successful, for speculators came in and an enterprising individual set up a shanty-town 

haven nearby and for a time did a thriving business in nefarious activities designed to 

separate workmen from their pay” (King 1972: 21).  Sexton is therefore inferred to be 

something of a late-coming opportunist.  That depiction transparently constitutes 

revisionist history, considering that Sexton had already owned the land for nearly 20 

years. 

 Those official company histories were, of course, only written long after the fact, 

when all the principal actors were long since dead.  At the time of the investigation under 

question, the best source of information on the MIC and the D&IR railroad side of things 

is the frequent written correspondence between the highest level company officials.  By 

late summer 1886, that correspondence revealed not only new levels of impatience but 

some hints of desperation.  In early August, Tower Jr. reacted with some alarm to reports 

that an outside group was considering an attempt to acquire the Sexton and Feigh lands. 

In an attempt to pre-empt this action Tower, Jr. wrote to Samuel Ely to explain the great 

effort to which the MIC had gone to attempt to acquire Sexton and Feigh’s lands. He 
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even went so far as to humbly request that Ely and his company not “approach Sexton for 

the purpose of making a lease, or encouraging him in any way to sustain the enormous 

value that he has put upon his land” (Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to Samuel C. Ely, August 

3, 1886).  This letter shows just how worried Tower, Jr. had become about his prospects 

of ever actually acquiring Sexton’s land. 

 A series of letters between Charlemagne Tower and George Stone a few weeks 

later nicely sums up the MIC view of the Sexton land acquisition affair. In these letters 

Tower stresses the importance of acquiring Sexton and Feigh’s lands as quickly as 

possible. He worried that the longer the transaction was delayed, the more likely others 

would approach the men resulting pushing the price of the lands even higher or losing the 

lands to an outside investor. Tower also discusses his willingness to pay as much as 

$70,000 for the two properties and divulges his extreme worry about losing the parcels 

altogether (Charlemagne Tower to George C. Stone, September 14, 1886).  

One approach Tower proposed in the letters was to focus on acquiring Feigh’s 

land, which would leave Sexton surrounded. Tower stated that the MIC could then make 

the land use surrounding Sexton’s parcel so “undesirable” that no one would want the 

land, thus rendering the property essentially valueless. If, however, that tactic did not 

work, Tower authorized Stone to buy Feigh and Sexton’s land at any price rather than let 

it slip away (George C. Stone to Charlemagne Tower, September 17, 1884;  Charlemagne 

Tower to George C. Stone, September 20, 1886). 

 The MIC and Thomas Sexton eventually agreed on the sum of $20,000, and on 

February 18, 1887, Sexton sold his last four acres to the company.  At that rate, the value 
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of his land had increased more than 5,000-fold from his original purchase price.  It is 

little wonder that Sexton’s final land transaction in Two Harbors has been called likely 

“the most profitable real estate transaction ever made at Agate Bay” (Scott 1951:5), or, 

more emphatically, “the first and only boom in real estate Two Harbors ever 

experienced” (Elliott 1929:3). 
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CHAPTER 5: THE LEGEND OF WHISKEY ROW 

“Whiskey Row” and “Hell’s Four Acres” 

 The terms “Whiskey Row” and “Hell’s Four Acres” are frequently encountered in 

conducting research about Agate Bay.  But when and where did these terms originate? 

The first mention of “Whiskey Row” in relation to Agate Bay found to date was in the 

Duluth Daily Tribune’s July 24, 1884 article about the Agate Bay fire. After that time, the 

term appears frequently in the contemporary literature and in virtually every early 

historical account of Agate Bay.   

The phrase “Hell’s Four Acres,” on the other hand, though used fairly commonly in the 

modern times, does not appear in any contemporary documents.  Research conducted to 

date has failed to yield any evidence that the term “Hell’s Four Acres” was used prior to 

1952, when Charlemagne Tower’s biographer Hal Bridges used it to describe Sexton’s 

four-acre parcel (Bridges 1952:196): 

Saxton’s [sic] land provided a special haven, entirely beyond the control of the 
iron company officials, and on it flourished a parasitic community wholly devoted 
to the business of relieving laboring men of their pay… At night the workers from 
the docks and the road gangs descended upon this shanty town in droves and 
surged through its dark and narrow streets – big, tough men with perpetually 
dusty throats, roaring the drinking songs of their separate nationalities, of the 
United States, Canada, Ireland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden.  Quarrels flared and 
heads cracked under fists and bottles.  Saxton’s land acquired the name of “Hell’s 
Four Acres” (Bridges 1952:196). 

 

 An assessment of this term led one historian to conclude, “[S]ince Bridges had 

access to personal and business correspondence by early railroad and other company 
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officers, it’s apparent that those papers led him to believe that Sexton’s land acquired the 

name of ‘Hell’s Four Acres’ and that Sexton was an accomplice, if not an outright 

investor in the collection of saloons and bawdy houses known as Whiskey Row” (Bishop 

2000:30, emphasis added).  Bishop’s terminology implies that his research on the early 

history of Agate Bay also turned up no contemporary mention of “Hell’s Four Acres” and 

that it was a term simply invented by Hal Bridges. 

As inferred by most accounts, it appears that most of the men were willing and 

eager participants in the debauchery that took place on Whiskey Row.  It is also likely 

quite true that “most of them were past masters in the art of celebrating pay day” 

(Morrison 1900:31).  An admirably succinct summary of events of the day avers that 

“Payday must have been an orgy!” (Elliott 1929:3).  MaryAnne Bennett, the great-grand-

daughter of Hans Isackson, an early resident of Agate Bay, described her great-grand-

mother Karen Isackson telling her that the lumberjacks would give her their money on 

payday for “safe-keeping.” Mrs. Isackson would then hide their money from them until 

they were ready to return to work, thus ensuring that they would not squander their 

earnings on wine and women.  

 Anecdotal accounts support the contention that certain elements of Whiskey Row 

“were the vilest of vile resorts” (Rock 1912).  Local businessman N.C. Nelson, who 

arrived in Two Harbors in 1883 to build and run the Duluth & Iron Range sawmill, 

remarked as follows regarding the early days of the settlement: “Dead bodies… were 

dumped into any convenient hole without the least semblance of a funeral ceremony; 
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before a government was organized, murders were committed and bodies thrown into the 

lake with no questions asked” (Trelford 1910:50). 

Newspaper accounts also made it seem that “the Company” felt it was losing the 

battle between being a resort town and Whiskey Row.  Numerous fights, shootings, and 

murders prompted Charlemagne Tower, Jr. to write to his father in the fall of 1883 that 

“we need to feel pretty seriously the need for some authority at Two Harbors [Agate Bay] 

for the suppressing of brawling and the maintenance of the peace.”   

 

The Great Whiskey Row Conflagration 

According to secondary sources such as the Two Harbors Centennial booklet 

(Anderson 1983:18), and the history of Lake County (Bishop 2004:30, 47), Whiskey 

Row burned to the ground in one fell swoop in 1885. It appears that this story originated 

in 1951when probate Judge William E. Scott interviewed his friend William F. “Bill” 

Lawrence about the early days of Two Harbors and Agate Bay. During the conversation 

Lawrence described a “tremendous” fire that completely destroyed Whiskey Row. He 

said that the fire spread from west to east and obliterated over 20 saloons, several dance 

halls and gambling dens (Scott 1951:6-7). 

 The Whiskey Row fire story did not appear in any pre-1951 accounts (e.g., 

Morrison 1900, Trelford 1910, Elliott 1929, Greve 1949) of Agate Bay.  Also, it did not 

appear in any 1885 newspaper account, which seemed a bit curious given that the 

newspapers of the time were inclined to give coverage to events considerably less 

noteworthy than that of a fire wiping out an entire portion of a community.  But after 
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William Scott’s interview with Bill Lawrence, it was included as part of the information 

contained in the Two Harbors Centennial booklet (Anderson 1983:18, quote noted 

earlier), and the story was repeated in a subsequent history of Lake County (Bishop 

2004:30, 47). 

 It is worth noting that Bill Lawrence told William Scott that he was four years old 

when his family moved to Agate Bay in 1883 (King 1951:6).  That means he would have 

been about 72 years of age at the time of the interview.  It is not unreasonable to suggest 

that a memory may be a bit fuzzy around the edges nearly 70 years after the fact, 

especially if one is a small child at the time of the incident in question.  In addition, to a 

young child, highly dramatic events such as a big fire and the first hearing of a siren may 

tend to grow into even bigger memories over time. 

It seems very likely that the fire William Lawrence witnessed as a child was 

actually an 1884 fire that destroyed seven saloons.  On July 24, 1884, the Duluth Daily 

Tribune reported that Captain Paul of the tug T.H. Camp discovered a fire at Agate Bay 

as he was nearing Two Harbors between 3:00 and 4:00 am. Seven saloons were destroyed 

by the fire which spread quickly because they were “cheap frame buildings.”  Very little 

(except the stock of two saloons) was saved.  The paper reported that the loss was 

between $4,000 and $5,000 and that several of the saloons keepers were immediately 

making arrangements to rebuild (Duluth Daily Tribune, July 24, 1884). 

The newspaper article is noteworthy in several respects.  First, Captain Paul, who 

first noticed the fire, was approaching the shore in the tug named Camp, not the “Kemp” 

as Lawrence remembered, but certainly close enough to indicate it was the same event.  
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Second, the fire occurred a year earlier (1884, rather than 1885) than Lawrence 

speculated, which means he was even younger than he thought at first, at a time (five 

years old vs. six years old) when memory may be considered even more suspect.  Third, 

the article indicates quite clearly that the fire, while significant, was not nearly substantial 

enough to wipe out the entire community and cause Whiskey Row to dissipate into 

“smoke and memories.”  Fourth, and most important, the July 24, 1884 article contains 

the first mention of “Whiskey Row” in contemporary documents. 

 

Where, O Where is Whiskey Row?  

 Another question pertaining to Agate Bay and Whiskey Row revolves around the 

issue of where exactly Whiskey Row was located.  The first published history of Two 

Harbors (Morrison 1900) and the booklet published on the occasion of its centennial 

(Anderson 1983) both suggest that the main portion of Whiskey Row extended east of 

Sexton’s land, around along the east side of Agate Bay, south to the point where the 

lighthouse is now located.  The east-of-Sexton version of the Whiskey Row location is 

given additional weight by language included in the town history printed in 1900.  In that 

publication, the location of Whiskey Row is given as being “down past the present site of 

the coal dock towards the lighthouse, and now occupied chiefly by fisher folk” (Morrison 

1900).  The east side of Agate Bay was lined with boathouses into the 1970s. 

The last of the boathouses were removed, demolished, or burned in advance of the 

construction of a parking lot affiliated with a Minnesota DNR Public Water Access 

facility (i.e., boat launch).  That land, however, did not belong to Sexton, but to Thomas 
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Feigh.  The water is further muddied by the fact that the boundaries of both Sexton’s and 

Feigh’s lands are incontrovertible, as both parcels were platted in the early 1880s, thus it 

would have been quite easy to distinguish between Feigh’s and Sexton’s land.  

 The problem with the notion that Whiskey Row was east of Sexton’s land is that 

it does not fit with either contemporary (i.e., 1880’s) documents or with descriptions of 

land use on discrete parcels.  For instance, Charlemagne Tower, Jr. is very clear when he 

states explicitly that it is “Sexton’s four acres” that “is covered with a colony of small 

drinking saloons.”  He makes no such comment about the land adjacent to and east of 

Sexton’s.  In fact, no source uncovered to date has mentioned Feigh by name as having 

saloons located on his land.   

 As the example given immediately above illustrates, while documentary evidence 

can be extremely useful for investigations of the past, it has certain inherent limitations.  

For example, history tends to be written by those in power but often includes little or no 

representation of the viewpoint of the vast majority who were not in power.  Even in 

instances where individuals were not intentionally skewing the record, which of course 

they sometimes were, people tend to write in a manner that portrays them in the most 

positive light.  At the very least, getting a story from a single perspective or from a single 

side of an issue leads to an unbalanced and therefore likely unfair presentation of the 

issue.  Chapter 6 expands on this theme by more specifically detailing the historical 

sources used most for this investigation and addressing some of the inherent limitations 

that tend to accompany those source types. 
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CHAPTER 6: DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE AND THE HISTORICAL METHOD 

 

 Documentary sources previously been identified as those most often encountered 

during investigations of mining communities include “community plats, cartographic 

sources, iconographic and pictorial material, company records, records of social service 

workers, professional and technical journals, consultants’ reports, governmental 

publications, newspaper accounts, census records, and city directories” (Alanen 1979, as 

cited in Hardesty 1988:5 – 6). 

 For this project, three general types of primary documents were used: newspaper 

accounts; written recollections, interviews and histories; and company records and 

correspondence.  The examples given below illustrate the type of information that may be 

gleaned from each type of source, but they also include cautionary notes about what kind 

of bias may be attached to the source type. 

 

Newspapers 
 

Most forms of primary documentation are subject to various types of 

inconsistencies, and/or inaccuracies.  Even a cursory glance at a 19th-century newspaper, 

for instance, will reveal that although they can be valuable sources of information, the 

writing style is often over-the-top and agenda-driven.  Flowery language and 

sensationalized hyperbole often comprise the better part 1880s newspaper articles.  An 

example of this was printed in the Duluth Daily Tribune on August 13, 1884: 
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Last Saturday night some of the railroad laborers were having a grand free-for-all 
dance and high old time generally at the house of prostitution at Agate Bay, when 
some raft men, who had been at work nearby, went in to dispute the possession of 
the house with the railroaders and to run things to suit themselves.  The result was 
that knives and revolvers were flourished and very generally used to some extent 
resulting in a boss on the railroad suffered several cuts on one hand, but not being 
seriously injured.  There was a promiscuous punching of heads for some time, but 
no one was killed. 

 

 In addition to the flowery prose common to 19th century newspaper articles, it was 

not uncommon to receive a very one-sided account of any given affair.  Two of the three 

key elements involved in evaluating the credibility of a historical document include the 

determination of whether the witness was both able and willing to tell the truth (Wood 

1990:89-90, emphasis in original).  In the case of 19th century newspaper editors, the 

willingness factor seems to often come into play.  Even if the newspaper had no overt 

intention of bias, it was not unheard of for 19th century railroad companies to “plant” 

information in the local press (Engren 2007:30). 

Personal Recollections 
 
 In the case of written recollections, oral interviews, and histories, most were set 

down on paper only long after the time to which they refer.  When a memory is recorded 

many years or even decades after the fact, important details of the event are often lost or 

misrepresented.  People cannot hold all situations, emotions, and details of their lives in 

their brains.  Rather, they store in their memories those things that made a significant 

impact on their lives, and fill in the gaps where necessary.  Finally, people have biases.  

Those biases make individuals unique, but they can also make memories unreliable.   
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Through his garbology studies, Dr. William Rathje at the University of Arizona 

documented those awareness gaps. Those studies examined the similarities and 

differences in what people think they do versus what they actually do.  In his studies, 

Rathje (and his students) interviewed people about their consumption and refuse 

practices, and then excavated landfills and examined the refuse.  When the “artifacts” are 

compared to people’s “oral histories,” the results frequently contradict one another 

(Rathje and Murphy 2001).  In other words, people are not necessarily behaving the way 

they think they are behaving.   

The discrepancy between what people do and what people think they do becomes 

even more exaggerated by the fact that Rathje’s subjects are modern people who have 

been questioned about their current actions.  This is in sharp contrast to an oral history, 

reminiscence or history in which individuals are describing events, actions and 

occurrences 40, 50, even 100 years ago.   

 The story of the huge fire that allegedly burned Whiskey Row to the ground 

provides a good example of why an investigator must use extreme caution when relying 

on a decades-old memory.  Bill Lawrence, the source of the Whiskey Row fire story that 

came to simply be accepted as the gospel truth, had no readily apparent reason to lie or 

even exaggerate the details of the fire.  But his assertion that Whiskey Row was 

completely wiped out, never to rise again, was quickly and directly contradicted by the 

article in the Duluth newspaper written the day after the fire occurred. 

A fire that destroys seven saloons is not insignificant, but it is not quite so 

consequential when one considers that the number of saloons burned comprised less than 
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one-thirds of the total number of saloons in town.  Also, far from being the death knell of 

Whiskey Row, some of the saloon owners were in Duluth the next day making 

arrangements to rebuild their establishments. 

The Whiskey Row conflagration story provides a textbook example of the third 

type of internal criticism laid out by Ray Wood (1990:90, emphasis in original): “Is there 

independent corroboration of the detail?  A single statement, even by an unimpeachable 

source, can never be accepted without reservation.”  As noted above, there is no readily 

apparent reason to doubt the sincerity of Bill Lawrence regarding his recollection of the 

fire at Whiskey Row.  Still, his story was the only account of the fire and although 

subsequent research has revealed some major discrepancies in the details, it seems that in 

many quarters the story given by Mr. Lawrence was indeed accepted without reservation. 

 

Business Records 
 

Company records and correspondence between officials of the MIC constituted 

the third type of primary document relied on during the historical research.  The papers of 

Charlemagne Tower proved a particularly valuable information source.  Because 

Charlemagne Tower, Jr., served as the Minnesota Iron Company’s first Superintendent, 

much of Tower’s correspondence with his son constituted official company business.  

Also, because the elder Tower often provided guidance and advice on even seemingly 

minute details, his correspondence with his son occasionally offered specific examples of 

the attitude that MIC maintained and projected towards their employees. 
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 While the company correspondence generally tended to be written in a 

straightforward, matter-of-fact manner that seemed to provide an objective account of 

events, they too have inherent limitations.  Still, not surprisingly, “the men writing to 

Charlemagne Tower, Sr., in Philadelphia wanted to present the situation so that they 

would appear in a good light” (Engren 2007:107).  In addition, not only does the MIC 

correspondence provide just one point of view, it presents the point of the extreme 

minority of individuals involved, those in power.  The vast majority of the people who 

moved to Agate Bay in the mid-1880s were not members of the rule-making set.  They 

were the common folk and they tended to be underrepresented, misrepresented, or both, 

in the documentary record. 

 

Summary of the Historical Method 
 

Because of the innate inaccuracies often found in primary documents, historians 

and archaeologists need to examine the resource within its context and attempt to isolate 

the author’s possible biases and inaccuracies.  If appraised diligently, primary documents 

can offer researchers a rich source from which one can develop a chronological 

framework, cast of characters, and insights into the thoughts and emotions surrounding 

people, places and events. 

Although the perspectives offered by written recollections, interviews and 

histories remain invaluable as a resource, especially when trying to determine how a 

person or group of persons felt about something or to gain anecdotal or baseline 
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information, resources such as these cannot be used to replace other types of research, 

such as archaeology.   

 Pointing out the limitations of using documents to reconstruct stories about the 

past is not meant to suggest that material culture analysis is invariably straightforward 

and always readily understandable.  Under most normal circumstances, artifacts 

recovered from within a discernible context do not come with a preconceived agenda or 

with an inherent bias attached.  If a site investigator comprehends the context within 

which a diagnostic artifact is found, the investigator should have a reasonable chance to 

astutely interpret the analytical value of the artifact. 

 Material culture evidence is, by definition, a critical component of any cultural 

resource investigation that includes archaeology.  For the Agate Bay site, the information 

sought from the material culture evidence is a bit different from that sought at many sites.  

On some sites, an important question focuses on discovering just exactly when the site 

was occupied, or at least what its period of significance is.  For Agate Bay, historical 

documentation in the form of official government documents such as land title records 

indisputably define the period of occupation (and, thereby, obviously the period of 

significance) as extending from the spring of 1883, when the MIC initiated ore dock and 

railroad construction, to shortly after February 1887, when Thomas Sexton sold his last 

four acres at Agate Bay and it was taken over by the MIC. 

 On many other historic site archaeological investigations, a different or perhaps 

additional research question might rely on determining precise site boundaries.  For 

Agate Bay, again, an official government plat map provides very clear site boundaries.  
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The site area at Agate Bay that prompts the most intriguing question, then, is not the 

standard question relative to time of occupation or exact place of occupation.  The most 

intriguing research questions at Agate Bay relate to the exact nature of the land that 

remained outside MIC control as the town started to develop.  What, exactly, was 

Whiskey Row?  Was it four acres of irredeemable sin and debauchery?  Or was it just a 

typical frontier settlement that included whatever accompanied a typical frontier 

settlement?    

The questions are significant because they have the potential to reveal an MIC-

induced false history that was put forth specifically to discredit Thomas Sexton.  If 

Whiskey Row was in fact the “odoriferous cesspool” that the MIC doctor claimed it was 

(Duluth News Tribune, September 5, 1884), that would corroborate the historical 

anecdotes and thereby prop up the notion that Whiskey Row was, in fact, an unrepentant 

sea of iniquity.  If Sexton’s four acres in reality hosted nothing more than a typical 

frontier settlement that would suggest the MIC was intentionally trying to sabotage 

Sexton’s reputation in order to increase the pressure to force him to sell. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF INIQUITY 

 

 At Agate Bay, the primary purpose of the search for archaeological evidence is to 

determine whether the artifacts reflect a community based on vice (i.e., drinking, 

gambling, and prostitution).  A settlement full of saloons, dance halls, and brothels would 

be expected to yield a different archaeological signature than would a settlement filled 

with families, or “virtuous” businesses.  Because the sites of sin serve purposes that are 

singularly situated outside the boundaries of everyday life, it is intuitively reassuring to 

believe they will yield immediately identifiable and understandable artifacts.  However, 

even if one accepts that artifacts in most cases come without the potential inherent bias or 

agenda-driven baggage of documents, the application of material culture analysis is 

almost always more nuanced than one might expect at first glance. 

 A comparison of artifact assemblages from Washington, DC-area brothels 

revealed that artifact assemblages from brothels “are peculiar, but they are peculiar in 

different ways for different time periods and economic classes” (Seifert and Balicki 

2005:71).  Similarly, the notion that “taverns may have performed quite different 

functions in different cultural environments… would suggest that a tavern artifact pattern 

would only be a viable analytic tool when the cultural environment in which the tavern 

was located is taken into account” (Rockman and Rothschild 1984:112). 

 The quotes cited above are hardly earthshaking, as they simply reinforce the idea 

that archaeologists must consider the context of artifacts when deciding on the 
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interpretive value of their finds.  Bearing in mind the need for proper context, it is still 

possible to make some generalized statements about sites of vice.  Most authors who 

have written about saloons (e.g., Martin 1977:13, Erdoes 1979:31, West 1979:30, James 

1998:204, Dixon 2005:104), for instance, would agree implicitly, if not explicitly, with 

the observation that the primary purpose of a saloon is its function as a location for 

individuals to purchase and consume alcohol. 

 It is no particular surprise that saloons were so prevalent among the very first 

businesses in a newly established community.  They required very little up-front 

investment, and they provided a service and commodity that was highly sought.  Very 

early on, many enterprising individuals obviously recognized that it was far easier to 

make money by getting it from the prospectors than it was to try and find the mineral 

wealth themselves.  A sample of nearly 3,000 adults living in 15 mining towns in the 

Rocky Mountains revealed that less than half were miners or laborers.  The majority were 

there “to ‘mine the miners,’ providing goods and services or seeking profit in the frenzy 

of speculation over claims and town lots” (West 1979:5). 

 A review of some of the literature on the prevalence of saloons in newly 

established frontier communities, especially those in mining regions, revealed that in 

some ways Agate Bay was not dissimilar to the pattern witnessed in the American West.  

The report that seven of the first “8 or 10 houses and tents at Agate Bay” were saloons 

(Duluth Daily Tribune, June 12, 1883) is remarkably similar to the first reports from 

Minot, North Dakota.  The town was in existence for just a little over a month when it 
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already supported 12 saloons in addition to five other liquor-selling establishments that 

called themselves hotels (Brown 1978:29, Erdoes 1979:38). 

 In some ways, the nature of early development at Agate Bay was very different 

from that of the early Western mining camps.  The Western camps were by nature 

initially highly speculative, uncertain, necessarily transient gathering grounds.  Most of 

the initial influx of workers imported to Agate Bay, on the other hand, came to town as 

employees of the MIC.  Although the MIC could not be absolutely certain at the start that 

their investment would be fully rewarded, there was no mistaking the fact that they were 

fully committed to doing everything possible to facilitate their financial success. 

 At first blush, the “boom and bust” cycle that prevailed in many of the early 

mining regions likely made it nearly impossible for saloon owners to predict with any 

reasonable degree of accuracy which camps or settlements would eventually demonstrate 

staying power.  In the mining camps of the American West, therefore, “the earliest 

residents usually regarded their surroundings not as a place to build a better life but as a 

resource to exploit and leave” (West 1979:21).   

 The breadth and scope of development at Agate Bay attested to the level of 

commitment the MIC made to ensuring that their venture paid off.  Even the most hard-

core, “live for the moment” opportunist would have been hard-pressed to miss or ignore 

the signs of permanence that were present at Agate Bay right from the beginning.  The 

hastily constructed collection of shacks and tents destined to become Whiskey Row were 

under construction concurrently with, but no earlier than, a large boardinghouse, a two-

story hotel, and a two-story company office building.   
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Another difference between Agate Bay and the speculative mining camps of the 

west was presented on an industrial scale in the forms of the railroad being built from the 

shore northward to the mine at Soudan and in the large ore docks being built into the bay.  

Even though the sense of permanence instilled by the MIC at Agate Bay and work at the 

Soudan Mine from day one comprised a fundamental difference, Agate Bay exhibited 

some similarities to the mining camps of the west. 

 As previously noted, material culture analysis can be employed accurately and 

effectively only when the context of the artifacts is a predominant condition of the 

analysis.  Circumstances surrounding the development of Agate Bay are unlike those 

found anywhere else, so it did not seem especially useful to try to find similar sites for 

comparative purposes.  Instead, it seemed more productive to examine the results of 

analyses of various types of sites in an attempt to find common generalities that could 

then be applied to the artifact assemblage from Agate Bay. 

 Knowing what other authors and researchers say about various other sites of “sin” 

(e.g., brothels or saloon/tavern sites) provided beneficial clues as to what to look for in 

the Agate Bay artifact assemblage.  With that in mind, eight studies from varied time 

periods and varied areas of the United States were selected for comparison.  Those 

selected include four saloon/tavern studies (representing eight individual sites) and four 

brothel studies (representing a single brothel each). 

The sites selected for comparison span a wide range both temporally (late 1600s 

to 1929, though most are firmly rooted in the 19th century) and spatially (all over the 

United States).  Site analysis summaries will be presented chronologically by group, 
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starting with the saloon/tavern group.  All information that is summarized, synthesized, 

and paraphrased from each given study should be understood to have come directly from 

the report cited.  In the case of direct quotes, a specific citation with quote page numbers 

will be included. 

 

Saloon/Tavern Investigations 

 Diana Rockman and Nan Rothschild (1984) compared artifact assemblages from 

four colonial-period taverns in the eastern United States that operated in the late 17th to 

early 18th centuries.  Their analysis compared artifacts collected from two taverns located 

in rural settings (one in Cape Cod, Massachusetts and one in Pemaquid, Maine) with 

those collected from two urban settings (one in Jamestown, Virginia and one in New 

York City).  The generalized conclusion of the analysis was that taverns located in urban 

areas tended to be more specialized. 

 The urban taverns were more focused on providing the specialized functions of 

drinking and socializing, and that specialization manifested itself through artifacts in 

terms of increased proportions of pipes, glass fragments, and wine bottle fragments.  

Taverns located in rural settings tended to be more diverse functionally.  That diversity 

often included providing overnight accommodations for travelers.  Because the overnight 

guests would require food, the artifact assemblages from the rural taverns would have 

increased proportions of food preparation items, including most forms of ceramics. 

 Patrick Martin (1977) conducted excavations at the site of William Montgomery’s 

tavern at the Arkansas Post in southeastern Arkansas.  Montgomery’s tavern, which 
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operated only briefly from 1819-1821, fit the profile of the rural taverns discussed above.  

“It was a resting place for travelers of all sorts, a watering and feeding place for travelers 

and local residents alike, as well as a home for the tavern-keeper and his family” (Martin 

1977:13). 

 Martin suggested that artifacts found in tavern settings would generally be the 

same as those found in household settings.  The distinction, he felt, was that taverns 

would yield more artifacts from a given space than might be expected from a typical 

single family dwelling.  The types of refuse in either case should consist “generally of 

broken and discarded table and bar service items, such as plates, tumblers, and bottles, as 

well as bone and other food refuse” (Martin 1977:18). 

The notion that tavern and household settings would include very similar artifact 

types and that it is mostly the numbers of artifacts found that would differ is supported in 

part by the amount of glassware recovered during excavation.  The number of complete 

bottles, reconstructable bottles and diagnostic bottle fragments added up to a minimum 

vessel count of 87.  The relatively small area from within which they were recovered 

totaled “more than might be intuitively expected from a single household’s refuse” 

(Martin 1977:83). 

 One artifact recovered from the excavations at Montgomery’s tavern does not 

support the proposal that tavern and family household assemblages would be the same in 

type and different only in number.  Investigators found a large bottle with a capacity of 

several gallons, a size which “is reasonably expected in a tavern where numerous patrons 

might be served” (Martin 1977:83).  Such an artifact would not be reasonably expected to 
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be part of the belongings of a single family household on the early 19th century 

southeastern Arkansas frontier. 

 The Illinois State Museum and the Illinois Department of Transportation 

sponsored archaeological excavations at the location of two taverns situated along the St. 

Louis-Vicennes Trace in south-central Illinois.  The Samuel Young Tavern was in 

operation from 1813-1819, and the Old Landmark Tavern subsequently occupied the 

same location and operated from the 1820s into the 1850s.  The excavations at this site 

uncovered fragments of olive-green wine bottles, clear flasks, and a glass decanter, along 

with several clay pipes.  The most “indisputable tavern item is a metal key with a 

recessed triangular end that the innkeeper would have used to lock the metal spigot 

attached to a wooden liquor barrel [thereby] preventing his customers or employees from 

helping themselves to free drinks in his absence” (Wagner and McCorvie 1992:40). 

 At the Boston Saloon in Virginia City, Nevada, Kelly Dixon (2002) found a 

number of barrel staves and barrel hoops, as well as cupreous faucets that were used to 

tap and access beer and whiskey that was served from barrels or kegs.  Dixon also 

recovered numerous white clay pipe fragments, at least three red clay pipe bowls, and a 

fancy meerschaum pipe bowl, as well as a pair of matched stoneware spittoons. 

 The most provocative saloon finds from the Boston Saloon were in the form of 

glassware which included short glass tumblers with faceted bases, shot glasses, beer 

mugs, and elegant stemware.  Based on the glassware remnants recovered, Dixon 

suggested that “the glasses from which saloon patrons drank was generally relative to the 

status of each saloon… crystal stemware calls attention to the value that archaeology can 
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bring to the stereotypical perception of the rough and rugged western saloon, reminding 

us of complexities of the western saloon by providing material remnants of the elegance 

and sophistication to be found in such complexities” (Dixon 2002:191). 

 In addition to the ubiquitous mention of saloons at Whiskey Row, tales of the 

community almost as frequently noted the presence of brothels.  A consideration of the 

most relevant site types to use comparatively for the current study therefore included a 

look at several examples of archaeological-based interpretations of brothel sites.  In some 

respects, the material culture remnants of saloons would intuitively seem closely akin to 

artifacts recovered from brothel sites.   

 Brothels virtually always served alcohol (though, as will be shown below, the 

type of alcohol served may have been quite different), and saloons frequently had rooms 

(and women) available for prostitution.  The distinction in material culture, according to 

Catherine Holder Spude, “was not so much what occurred behind the swinging doors, 

but, rather, who selected the material culture: men or women” (Spude 2005:91). 

Spude created categorical checklists of gender-specific items.  Following her 

logic, a saloon site would be more likely to include mostly male-specific items such as 

“pocket knives, suspender buckles and buttons, watch fobs and chains, pocket watches, 

jeans rivets, bib overall fasteners, collar stays, cuff links, shaving cream tubes, shirt studs, 

obvious male clothing (e.g., size 13 boots), straight razors, and large belt buckles.”   

Conversely, a brothel site would more likely contain female-specific items such as 

“clothing designed specifically for women; fancy buttons and combs; hairpins; hatpins; 

jewelry obviously not used by men such as pendants, earrings, and bracelets; makeup and 
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cosmetic containers; corset stays; thimbles and other sewing implements (except in 

obvious tailoring contexts); douching paraphernalia; purses; and parts of curling irons” 

(Spude 2005:94). 

 

Brothel Investigations 

 The first specific brothel site investigation considered here focused on an early 

18th century brothel in the Five Points neighborhood of New York City that was closed in 

1843.  Rebecca Yamin (2005) recovered a large number of decorated chamber pots and 

three glass urinals designed specifically for women.  In addition, the preponderance of 

wine bottle remnants (94% of the wine/liquor bottle category) indicated a brothel because 

hard liquor was generally discouraged or even banned “because of its intoxicating 

properties.”  Yamin also noted that although contraceptive devices were “conspicuously 

lacking,” the investigations did uncover six copper cents, which fit a suggestion “that 

women used Vaseline to ‘glue’ a penny over the cervix [because] the copper supposedly 

made the vagina less conducive to sperm survival” (Yamin 2005:10). 

 The second brothel study is one conducted by Donna Seifert and Joseph Balicki, 

who compared a mid-19th century Washington, DC brothel with contemporary nearby 

working-class and middle-class households “to understand how the artifact assemblages 

of brothels differed from that of kin-based households” (Seifert and Balicki 2005:63).  

Their analysis revealed that brothel assemblages differ from household assemblages, but 

there is no single brothel pattern or artifact signature because they also differ from each 

other depending on what time period and economic class they come from.  The single 
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biggest artifact distinction that resulted from their analysis was that brothel assemblages 

have higher percentages of food preparation vessels and serving vessels, while 

households have higher percentages of table wares but lower percentages of serving 

vessels. 

 A third brothel study, conducted by Michael Meyer, Erica Gibson and Julia 

Costello (2005), focused on the red-light district of Los Angeles around the turn of the 

20th century.  As with the Seifert and Balicki investigation, they sought to highlight 

differences between brothel deposits and the deposits of neighboring households.  The 

most dramatic difference between the brothel collection and the household collection was 

represented by the occurrence of tumblers and stemware (i.e., goblets and wine glasses).  

Tumblers and stemware represented 66% of the brothel food vessels, but only 30% of the 

residence food vessels.  The authors also noted that glassware recovered from the brothel 

was of remarkable quality “and included unusual numbers of cut, pressed, etched, hand-

blown, and colored items” (Meyer et al 2005:116). 

 Another difference in the brothel v. household assemblages included the 

occurrence of solid food preparation and consumption vessels, which were twice as high 

in the households (27% in the brothel v. 54% in the residences).  The final notable 

difference was reflected in the proportion of grooming and health items, which 

represented 34% of the brothel collection but only 20% of the household collection. 

 The final brothel investigation included here is based on the analysis of an 

assemblage recovered during the excavation of a brothel located in St. Paul, Minnesota, 

that operated from 1888-1929 (Ketz et al 2005).  In this case, unlike the other brothel 
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studies discussed above, the investigators focused on the distinction between artifacts 

recovered from an area in front of the building (where customers presumably entered and 

left), and those recovered from the rear yard area, “where everyday household trash was 

discarded as sheet refuse” (Ketz et al 2005:76). 

 On a general, site-wide level, the recovery of grooming and hygiene products 

“such as perfumes, toothpastes and powders, mouthwash, cosmetics, and hair pomade 

and dressing, together with hair combs and brushes, toothbrushes, and toiletry sets attest 

to the concern over personal appearance” (Ketz et al 2005:86).  Also, the recovery of an 

earthenware marble and porcelain doll fragments suggest the presence of children, even 

though none were included in the census records of the time.   

The intra-site variability between the public and private areas of the St. Paul 

brothel was reflected most clearly through the glass, medicine bottle, and ceramics 

categories.  An analysis of glass artifacts “suggest[ed] that food-consumption and serving 

vessels were used and discarded far more frequently near the more commercial-oriented 

front entrance area of the brothel and that drinks constituted a large part of what was 

served” (Ketz et al 2005:80).   

Like the Five Points brothel in New York City, the St. Paul establishment did not 

reflect a strong representation of hard liquor.  Unlike the New York assemblage that was 

dominated by wine bottles, the St. Paul assemblage was dominated by beer bottles.  

Project investigators attributed the predominance of beer bottles in the St. Paul collection 

to either ethnic preferences, given the large German population in the area at the time, or 
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simply to “a local sense of economy, keeping in mind the relatively inexpensive cost of 

beer when compared to most wines or hard liquor” (Ketz et al 2005:78). 

Medicine bottles comprised nearly half (43.7%) of the total vessel assemblage 

recovered from the private backyard area but only 6.7% of those collected from the front 

public area, suggesting that the ingestion of medicine was common but had best remain 

hidden from the customers.  Finally, a ceramic index analysis revealed that much nicer 

ceramic wares were present in the public area, supporting the study authors conclusion 

that, unsurprisingly, “the private reality of the brothels is a lower status than presented to 

the public” (Ketz et al 2005:84). 

 

Summary of Vice Site Investigations 

 Analyses of archaeological site assemblages that use data gathered from sites that 

are closely grouped spatially and/or temporally seem likely to have the potential to 

generate statistically meaningful comparisons.  In an attempt to seek out more universal 

generalities than closely related site-specific differences, the current investigation 

intentionally opted for a group of sites that are widely disparate both spatially and 

temporally.  That approach revealed, unsurprisingly, that each site has characteristics that 

singularly distinguish it from the others.  However, the disparate site approach did also 

manage to reveal some generalities about sites of vice. 

Among the saloon and tavern sites included in this review, the biggest distinction 

is that the earlier-period tavern sites (especially those located in more rural settings) often 

provided lodging for their customers.  From an artifact standpoint, Rockman and 
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Rothschild suggested that could result in a more diverse assemblage, particularly in the 

area of ceramic remnants indicative of food preparation and service.  Along those lines, 

however, it is important to bear in mind that later-period saloons, especially those on the 

western American frontier, very often served food as well as alcohol (Brown 1978:67, 

Erdoes 1979:109, Dixon 2005:104). 

As noted earlier, saloons function primarily as places that facilitate the purchase 

and consumption of alcohol.  The tavern and saloon site investigations discussed here 

underscore that notion, as they all stress the ubiquity of indubitably alcohol-related items.  

Those items include glassware in the form of beer bottles, champagne/wine bottles, liquor 

bottles, decanters, flasks, beer mugs, tumblers, shot glasses, and stemware. 

Non-glass alcohol-related items commonly found on saloon sites included barrel 

parts such as staves or hoops, a metal key used to lock a liquor barrel, and cupreous 

faucets used to tap wooden barrels or kegs.  The only non-alcohol related items that seem 

to be somewhat reliable indicators of a saloon presence are tobacco-related, mostly in the 

form of spittoons or a higher-than-expected frequency of clay pipe fragments. 

The review of brothel site investigations revealed that brothels do not provide the 

same degree of universal identifiers as saloons.  Still, brothel sites can provide some 

information that can be used to make a few general inferences.  First, a high incidence of 

grooming, health and hygiene items suggests a higher-than-expected concern with 

personal appearance and disease control, both of which would presumably be areas of 

particular importance to brothel owners and employees. 
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Second, while alcohol consumption is quite common in brothels, the type of 

alcohol consumed is more likely to be champagne, wine or beer instead of hard liquor, 

which would be more common in saloons.  Finally, the consumption vessels used in 

brothels are likely to be highly decorated and finely finished, or to be of a more elegant 

form like stemware rather than the plainer and more common forms like mugs, tumblers 

or shot glasses that would be more prevalent in saloons. 

This summary of saloon and brothel site investigations from other parts of the 

United States and from somewhat disparate time periods is intended to provide a 

comparative framework for the archaeological investigation of Agate Bay.  The time and 

space variability was selected for intentionally because it has been shown elsewhere 

(Riordan and Adams 1985:8, cited in Hardesty 1999:217) that sites having similar access 

to the national market tend to be more similar than sites having different access to the 

national market, regardless of geographic proximity.  The variability of site types and 

locations therefore should provide useful generalized information that will help ground 

the material culture analysis of Agate Bay.   
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CHAPTER 8: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF AGATE BAY 

Process of Site Formation at Agate Bay 

 In 1885, the MIC surveyed and platted the land north of the railroad tracks (and 

therefore north of Thomas Sexton’s land) as the First Addition of Two Harbors.  The 

company sold the lots, and many of the general businesses moved from Sexton’s land 

northward up into the newly established and more respectable portion of town.  By the 

following year, virtually the only buildings left on Sexton’s land were the saloons.  Two 

Harbors historian Todd Lindahl has interpreted that to mean the saloons did not receive 

“an invitation to move uptown with the rest of the businesses” (Lindahl 2009:62). 

 At the same time as most of the more respectable Agate Bay businesses were 

moving uptown from the waterfront district (i.e., Sexton’s land), another sequence of 

events was underway that would also prove to have direct consequences for the 

waterfront area.  Groups of industrialists, mostly from New York and Chicago, had been 

keeping an eye on the progress and success of the MIC from afar.  In 1886, a group of 

businessmen from Chicago led by self-made millionaire Henry H. Porter started to take 

direct action. 

 Porter’s group became known as the Porter Syndicate.  Money was not much of 

an obstacle for the group, as it included such financial titans as John D. and William 

Rockefeller, Marshall Field, Cyrus H. McCormick, and Jay C. Morse.  Witnessing the 

increasing success of the MIC was quite promising, but Porter made sure to cover all his 

bases by having the iron lands region of northern Minnesota examined.  As a result of 
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that investigation, the Porter Syndicate was informed that plentiful ore deposits existed 

beyond the limits of Charlemagne Tower’s holdings (Bridges 1952:267). 

 Armed with the knowledge that the iron lands could indeed prove profitable and 

perhaps even lucrative, the Porter Syndicate acquired 25,000 acres of iron land about 30 

miles northeast of Tower.  In 1886, the syndicate opened negotiations to buy the D&IR 

railroad, and started pressuring Tower to sell.  Although Tower was not a willing seller, 

the Porter group had uncovered information that allowed them to apply considerable 

pressure to convince him to sell. 

 In a story that has been well-documented elsewhere (Bridges 1952:266-273, 

Walker 1979:64-67, Lamppa 2004:64-66), the Porter Syndicate discovered certain 

irregularities in the methods by which George Stuntz and George Stone initially acquired 

the land for the D&IR and the MIC mines and railroad.  The syndicate suggested very 

strongly to Tower that they would be willing to bring fraud charges against him if he did 

not sell. 

 Charlemagne Tower, Jr. expressed the desire to fight the charge and maintain 

control, but George Stone advised Tower to take the offer and get out as best he could.  

By this point in his life, due partly to failing health and the recent death of his longtime 

business partner Edward Breitung, Tower had lost much of an appetite for a fight.  He 

thereby agreed with Stone, and by May 1887 had agreed to sell out his interests in both 

the D&IR and the MIC to the Porter Syndicate. 

 Although the syndicate initially wanted to purchase only the railroad, Tower 

refused to consider that offer under any circumstances.  He declared that “We might as 
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well be asked to sever and dispose of the jugular vein in our body, and try to live” 

(Bridges 1952:271).  Although overtures for the sale had been put forth by the syndicate 

in 1886, negotiations for the sale began in earnest in April 1887.  An agreement was 

reached on May 3, and the final documents were signed on June 14, 1887. 

 At virtually the same time as talks were getting started between the Porter 

Syndicate and Charlemagne Tower, Thomas Sexton was negotiating the sale of his last 

four acres at Agate Bay.  On November 13, 1886, the Duluth Daily Tribune reported the 

sale of Sexton’s “four acres of dock property.”  The paper noted that the four acres 

encompassed “what is now known as ‘Whiskey Row,’” and pointedly added that “the 

new owners are expected to do away with the objectionable features of this portion of 

town.” 

 The new owners almost certainly did very quickly do away with the objectionable 

features of what was once Whiskey Row.  A number of Agate Bay buildings were moved 

uptown, including the three-story North Shore Hotel.  According to local historian Todd 

Lindahl (2006:4), the buildings that did not get moved were likely demolished or burned.  

Industrial-scale activity on the part of the new owners soon transformed the north side of 

Agate Bay from its former life as an apparently unsavory business/commercial/residential 

district into a hub of industrial activity. 

 Charlemagne Tower’s sale of the D&IR and the MIC to the Porter Syndicate had 

immediate and direct consequences for Sexton’s land at Agate Bay.  The amount of ore 

needing transportation increased exponentially because the syndicate owned not only the 

former MIC holdings around Tower and Soudan, but also 25,000 acres northeast of there, 
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near the present-day town of Ely, MN.  One of the syndicate’s first expansion activities 

involved building an extension of the D&IR from Soudan to the new mines at Ely. 

 More ore shipments meant the new company also needed more locomotives, more 

ore cars, and a generally expanded operation.  The increased amount of ore being shipped 

meant the old system of handling coal was no longer adequate.  For the first five years of 

mining activity (1883-1888), coal that came in on boats “was unloaded directly into ore 

cars and taken to the locomotive coal dock by the roundhouse” (Lindahl 2001:1).  Due to 

their increased production, in 1888 the company built a new ship unloading facility that 

could accommodate the increased demand for coal. 

 From an archaeological perspective, the most relevant ramification of the new 

coal facility is that the company needed a coal storage area.  Concurrent with the 

installation of an unloading system, therefore, was the installation of a large wooden 

storage platform (Figure 8).  The initial storage platform, which measured 125 feet by 

425 feet (Winchell 1891:210) was serendipitously placed over a large portion of the 

former platted town site of Agate Bay. 
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Figure 8. Construction of wood coal storage platform, circa 1888, shortly after the 
abandonment of Agate Bay, photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

In 1905 the storage area was expanded to a platform measuring 272 feet wide by 

approximately 900 feet long, with a capacity of approximately 175,000 tons (Duluth & 

Iron Range Rail Road Co. 1927:18).  At the same time, the handling equipment was 

replaced with more modern equipment, and the adjacent coal dock was reconstructed.  In 

1928 the wooden platform was replaced by a 7”-thick concrete slab.  During its period of 

operation, north and south of the concrete-surfaced storage slab were east-west running 

walls that held rails which in turn supported the massive coal loading and unloading 
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apparatus. This system consisted of two cars (one on each set of rails) attached to a pulley 

system and connected by a bridge that held a large crane and shovel. The cars were 

moved back and forth by the pulleys, and the shovel was used to unload coal to the 

storage platform and load it onto train cars for use at the mines and by the railroad 

(Figure 9). The system included numerous associated buildings, and several railroad spur 

lines.   

 
Figure 9. Agate Bay coal storage facility, photo courtesy LCHS. 

 

 The coal facility at Agate Bay was in operation into the 1950’s, when the railroad 

started to experiment with diesel locomotive power.  Most railroads had switched to 

diesel by then, but the DM&IR stayed with steam longer than most others because they 

still depended on it to thaw frozen ore in the ore cars.  In 1960 the company built an 

infrared plant to facilitate thawing the frozen cars, and that enabled the full-blown switch 

to diesel power which terminated the need for a coal facility. 

 After their switch to diesel, the company no longer had any need for the concrete 

slab or the ancillary structures affiliated with the coal facility.  All of the equipment and 
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buildings were demolished or moved during the 1960s.  The City of Two Harbors 

eventually took over the property and used the slab as a temporary storage space for 

equipment or for seasonal snow storage.  The concrete platform remained in place until 

archaeological investigations were initiated by the MNDNR Cultural Resources Program 

in the summer of 2006. 

 

Proposed Marina and Safe Harbor Development at Agate Bay 

Archaeological investigations of the Site 21LA541 (the Agate Bay site) were 

initiated due to a Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR) proposal to 

construct a Safe Harbor and Marina along the north side of Agate Bay.  The purpose of 

the proposed marina is to provide boaters with better protection from Lake Superior 

storms, especially those moving in from the west-southwest. 

 Development plans for the Safe Harbor and Marina include the excavation of an 

eight-acre calm water basin with 175 slips, the construction of a breakwater and a crib 

dock to provide protection for the reconstructed and upgraded boat launch, and the 

installation of a channel between the crib dock and the breakwater (Figure 10).  Affiliated 

amenities will include additional parking areas plus an administration building with 

showers, restrooms, a laundry room, and meeting rooms.  The marina will also include a 

facility to launch and retrieve boats too large to be placed on conventional trailers. 
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Figure 10. Minnesota DNR development plan along the northeast side of Agate Bay in 
Two Harbors. 

   

Archaeological Investigations 

2006 

In order to determine if any cultural resources were located in the vicinity of the 

proposed project, the MNDNR initiated archaeological field investigations at the site 

during the summer and fall of 2006.  Site investigations focused on two distinct and 

separate areas: the originally platted portion of town that was covered by a concrete slab; 

and the Hans Isackson homestead, located outside and south of the slab area (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11. Aerial photo showing the two distinct components of Site 21LA541. 

 

The Isackson site sits above and over looks Lake Superior to the south, and was 

the only lot that Thomas Sexton sold prior to selling out completely.  After the MIC 

bought Sexton’s land, they also acquired Isackson’s, but agreed that Hans and Karen 

Isackson could continue to live on the location until both of their deaths.  In 2007, the 

Isakson site was defined on-the-ground on the basis of an intermittently visible and 

irregularly shaped concrete foundation, and the presence of lilac bushes and lilies-of-the-

Slab area 

Isackson foundation 
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valley adjacent to the foundation.  The Hans Isakson home site was also identified during 

background research on historic maps and photographs.   

The “slab area” is separated from Two Harbors to the north and the Isackson’s to 

the south by the former coal storage facility’s east-west running concrete abutments.  By 

the start of the archaeological investigations in 2006, all that remained of the storage yard 

was the concrete slab and the abutments holding a few remnants of the elevated rails.  

The slab area was covered entirely with reinforced concrete and presented some 

interesting challenges.  The first challenge involved figuring out how to determine 

whether cultural deposits were present beneath the slab without simultaneously disturbing 

or destroying the deposits.  That goal was accomplished by using a concrete saw to cut 

out a six-foot square section of the seven-inch thick slab (Figure 12),  
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Figure 12. Cutting a section of the concrete storage slab, photo by author. 

 

pounding an expanding anchor bolt into the middle of the square cut, attaching a chain to 

the anchor bolt, and using a backhoe to lift the slab section straight up and move it to the 

side of the hole (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13. Removing the concrete storage slab, photo by author. 

 

In order to gain a representative sample of the archaeological potential beneath 

the slab, four areas were selected for the initial testing phase.  Three of the four selected 

testing locations were within the platted Agate Bay town-site.  For comparison purposes, 

one additional test was placed outside of the Agate Bay plat.  Each test area was subject 

to the excavation of a shovel test pit in the center of the six foot square. The shovel tests 

measured 40 centimeters in diameter, and all soil was screened through ¼-inch hardware 

cloth. 

The shovel testing indicated that the area had been covered with a reddish brown 

coarse sand and gravel prior to pouring the concrete slab. Under the sand and gravel fill 
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was an organic sandy clay-loam over dense grey clay. Within the sandy clay-loam soils 

were intact archaeological deposits dating to the period of Agate Bay. After determining 

that archaeological potential existed beneath the slab, the remainder of the slab was 

removed by breaking it into pieces, then peeling it back onto the extant slab remnant. 

Slab removal took place during the winter of 2006-2007 when the ground was 

frozen, decreasing the likelihood of damaging the underlying site. To further minimize 

ground disturbance, all heavy equipment and machinery remained atop the slab as it was 

peeled off from west to east.  Equipment operators took care to ensure that neither their 

machinery nor slab fragments gouged into the ground (Figure 14). 

 
Figure 14. Image of the slab area shortly after the slab was removed, photo by author. 
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After removing the slab, it was evident that prior to pouring the slab, the area had 

been covered with a layer of course sand and gravel, presumably to level the ground 

surface.  Despite the presence of the sand and gravel, dozens of artifacts were visible on 

the ground surface.  An intensive visual surface collection identified several wooden 

posts and linear features, and helped to determine some artifact patterning.  Artifacts 

collected during the initial surface collections included items such as ceramics, glass, 

shoes, leather, wood, and cloth. 

2007  

In an attempt to narrow the archeological research area, the MNDNR next 

commissioned a soil resistance survey to identify soil anomalies that might indicate 

subsurface features at the site.  The resistance survey equipment used consisted of a 

Geoscan RM-15 resistance meter, an MPX accessory multiplexer, and a PA-5 probe array 

(Figure 15).   

The resistance meter works by introducing a small electrical charge into the 

ground at one probe and recording the conductivity of the soil by measuring the charge 

that passes through the soil to the second probe.  Features and objects cause disturbances 

in the soil matrix and affect soil conductivity, which can then be measured and recorded. 

Results of the resistance survey conducted at Site 21LA541 were presented in a 

map that identified 14 distinct subsurface soil anomalies (Figure 16).  The map did not 

show precisely what any given anomaly might represent because the “anomalies are just 

that, and will need further investigation to identify features and or artifacts” (Day 2007).   
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Figure 15. Soil resistivity testing at Agate Bay, photo by author. 

 

It merely indicated that in certain areas the subsurface soil makeup was somehow 

different from that of the soil immediately surrounding the area.   

Based on the results of the resistivity survey, the first phase of site evaluation 

excavations began. These investigations included the placement of 1-x-2 or 1-x-3-m units 

over three of the identified anomalies.  All units within the slab area at the Agate Bay site 

were excavated according to natural stratigraphy and all soil removed from the units was 

screened through ¼ mesh hardware cloth to aid in the recovery of artifacts. Photographs 

of the units were taken as appropriate and features were mapped if they were 
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encountered. All excavations were documented on standardized forms which included 

soil profiles of the units. 
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Figure 16. Map showing results of soil resistivity testing at Agate Bay, adapted from Day 
(2007). 
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The first unit (Test Unit #1), located so as to bisect a soil anomaly, came down on 

a dense concentration of coal, bordered to either side by very well preserved wood 

planks.  Photographic evidence indicated that Test Unit #1 was in proximity to a two-

story hotel that was one of the very first buildings erected at Agate Bay.  That evidence 

suggested that the feature uncovered in Test Unit #1 might have comprised the remains of 

a coal storage bin for the hotel.  More important from an archaeological perspective, the 

coal concentration was located precisely where the resistivity survey suggested an 

anomaly, which led to a certain degree of enthusiasm regarding the efficacy of the 

resistivity survey. 

Test Units #2 and #3 were also positioned to bisect soil anomalies.  After the 

promising results from Test Unit #1, however, the second and third units yielded more 

amorphous results, with no discretely defined reasons for the anomalies readily evident.  

After the uninspiring results of the excavation of Test Units #2 and #3, Test Unit #4 was 

located over a square wooden feature visible on the ground surface.  This Test Unit was 

the last excavated during the 2007 field season and was located outside the resistivity 

survey area.  

Excavation of Test Unit #4 revealed a wood-lined box that extended well beneath 

the ground surface containing soils that were distinctly different from those around it.  

Only a few glass fragments were recovered from the top 10-15cm as well as some clumps 

of wadded and compressed newsprint that were positioned up against the walls of the 

wood box.  The soil inside the feature consisted of very dark, rich organic loam that 
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included a plethora of food remnants such as peach pits, plum pits, apple seeds, 

watermelon seeds and peanut shells.  The prevalence of foodstuff remnants led to a 

preliminary interpretation of a food storage pit or root cellar, though subsequent 

discourse revealed that the feature looked virtually identical to a well excavated at the 

Arkansas Post in the 1970s (Patrick Martin, Personal Communication, May 2008). 

Perhaps equally as important as the artifacts and eco-facts recovered from Test 

Unit #4 was what the unit placement revealed about the soil resistivity survey results.  

The wood surface feature was located too far east to be included in the original resistivity 

survey grid, so in an effort to check the effectiveness of the geophysical survey, a 10-x-

10m area encompassing the feature was surveyed using resistivity.  The survey yielded 

no indication of the feature. 

The fact that such a discrete and disparate soil deposit did not show up in the 

survey greatly reduced the degree of confidence in the effectiveness of the resistivity at 

the Agate Bay site.  Although it no longer seemed prudent to use the geophysical survey 

as a guide for precise unit placement, the survey did indicate that the southwest corner of 

the slab area contained the most anomalous readings, and thus possibly the most likely to 

retain intact subsurface cultural features or artifact deposits.   

2008  

By the start of the 2008 field season, it had become apparent that a significant 

amount of excavation would be required at Agate Bay. In an attempt to accomplish a 

great deal of excavation in a short period of time, the MNDNR, with logistical assistance 

from the LCHS, sponsored a public archaeology week at the site where professionals, 
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field school students and interested members of the public were invited to help excavate 

at the Agate Bay site.  

The public excavations at Agate Bay included both shovel testing and formal 

excavation.  Shovel testing focused on the southwest corner of the slab area and resulted 

in the location of a significant amount of dimensional lumber.  Based on these results, 

several 1-x-1m excavation units were placed in the southwestern slab area.  Due to the 

aforementioned lessened degree of confidence in the soil resistivity survey as an accurate 

indicator of archaeological features, unit placement was based on a combination of visual 

surface indicators, historic photos, and the results of previous excavations (i.e. shovel 

tests).  In addition to the excavations in the slab area, several excavation units were 

initiated at the Isackson site. These Isackson site excavations took the form of trenches 

that were placed along the exterior and interior of the foundation which was visible on 

the ground surface.  

During the public excavation the number of short-time site visitors was not 

closely tracked; however, literally dozens of interested parties stopped by briefly to either 

just chat with the diggers or to try their hand at wielding a trowel or shaking a screen for 

a few minutes.  In addition to those short-time visitors, counting only those who put in at 

least a four-hour shift, a total of 43 individuals contributed a total of 910 hours of 

fieldwork assistance during the week.  The volunteers included 12 professional 

archaeologists (292 hours), eight college students (288 hours), and 23 public volunteers 

(330 hours). 
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Thanks to the involvement of so many professionals and highly trained and 

experienced volunteers, much more was accomplished during the course of the one week 

public archaeology dig than could have been accomplished during the course of the entire 

2008 Minnesota field season, given the time constraints and project workload incumbent 

on MNDNR program staff archaeologists.   

The public dig at the Agate Bay site ultimately provided two important pieces of 

information relative to the ongoing site investigation.  First, it demonstrated that Site 

21LA541 was unquestionably eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic 

Places (NRHP) under Criteria D because the site clearly had tremendous potential to 

yield information important to understanding the early history of northeastern Minnesota. 

Second, the public dig provided a more accurate basis for projecting the amount 

of additional fieldwork that would be necessary to fully evaluate the significance of the 

site.  As a critical corollary to the second point, it also revealed that natural site 

conditions and, more importantly, the nature of the material being recovered would 

dictate that the pace of excavation would often necessarily be painstakingly slow.  A site 

data recovery plan prepared early in 2009 proposed the excavation of 125 square meters.  

Based on the amount of time invested in site excavation to that point5, a total of 9,000 

person-hours were projected to complete that amount of excavation at Site 21LA541. 

                                                 
5 It is worth noting that the slow excavation pace to that point was not due much, if at all to the 
participation of volunteers during the public dig.  In addition to the assistance of 12 professional 
archaeologists and eight archaeology students, the public volunteers included at least six who came with 
extensive experience, having previously volunteered on projects such as National Forest Service Passport 
in Time (PIT) projects.  The pace was, rather, assuredly due to the nature of the site and the cultural 
material being recovered. 
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Upon completion of the 2008 public archaeology session, the units that had not 

been completed were stabilized and closed up for winter. 

 

2009 

In 2009 the MNDNR started to move forward in earnest with the Agate Bay 

excavations, and hired five archaeologists to continue excavations at the site from August 

through October.  Due to its extremely overgrown state by the time work at the site was 

initiated in 2009; no excavation took place at the Isackson site, but instead focused on the 

slab area.  The 2009 excavations first focused on completing the units initiated during the 

2008 field season.  After the 2008 excavation units were completed, those that yielded 

rich artifact assemblages and demonstrated stellar preservation were expanded.  

At this point, an unexpected site peculiarity came into play.  The issue of 

saturated soil posed a persistent and confounding problem for the archaeologists 

excavating at 21LA541.  Along the north shore of Lake Superior in Minnesota, the 

ground surface either drops abruptly down to the water from bluffs as high as several 

hundred feet or it slopes more gradually down from the north or northwest to the 

lakeshore.  In the project area, the ground surface slopes fairly gradually but distinctly 

down to the lakeshore from the city of Two Harbors to the north and northwest. 

Because clay is the natural subsoil throughout the project area and the 

immediately surrounding vicinity, any water deposited in the area (e.g. rain) is not apt to 

be quickly drained through the soil.  It must, rather, be dissipated by means of either 

runoff or evaporation.  The nature of the local topography, soil type, and ground surface 
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modification associated with previous development in the project area (especially the slab 

area) combined to pose daunting excavation challenges during episodes of even moderate 

to light precipitation.  Consequently, any measurable precipitation that fell in the greater 

Two Harbors area immediately passed through the topsoil and began flowing toward 

Lake Superior.  Since the Agate Bay site sits between Two Harbors and Lake Superior, 

huge amounts of water deposited in other areas flowed beneath the ground surface and on 

top of the clay to and through the site.  Absent a quick means of dissipation such as 

drainage or runoff, the water flooded the site for days on end. 

From an archaeological perspective, the saturated soil caused a problem as soon 

as the excavation unit was excavated below the sand and gravel top layer.  When the 

excavation unit bottom level dropped below the sand and gravel, it acted as a wick and 

started drawing water from hundreds of square meters around the unit.  Dewatering 

efforts initiated during the 2009 field season consisted of mechanical pumping and hand 

bailing.  These techniques worked well enough for removing the water from the unit but 

did nothing to prevent the surrounding ground water from persistently and continuously 

trickling in to refill the unit. 

Water seepage into the units occurred at a pace sufficient to dictate that 

excavators spent as much or more time bailing as excavating.  Subsequent attempts to 

remove water by digging a deeper “sump” pit in a corner of the unit that had bottomed 

out culturally met with similarly limited success.  Thus, the 2009 archaeological field 

season at the Agate Bay site ended with a sputter when the water inundating the site 

finally reached levels higher than the tops of the units forming a lake (geese and ducks 
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included). Despite its rather ignominious end, the 2009 field season resulted in the 

recovery of an additional 2,500 artifacts.  

 

2010 

By 2010, the MNDNR had decided to aggressively pursue excavations at Agate 

Bay, and hired a crew of 11 to work at the site full-time from mid-May through mid-

October.  The focus of the initial 2010 fieldwork was the Hans Isackson site.  Methods 

used at the Isackson site varied a bit from those used in the slab area.  After excavating to 

a depth of about one meter, archaeologists realized that the house foundation was filled 

primarily with post-occupation demolition fill that did not relate to the Isackson 

occupation, much less the period of Agate Bay.  Thus, the fill was removed as a single 

level and was not screened.  Once excavations reached the near-floor-fill, methods 

reverted back to screening all soils through ¼” hardware cloth.  

As excavations proceeded at the Isackson site, the field supervisor was tackling 

the water issue within the slab area.  In an attempt to alleviate the persistent groundwater 

seepage that plagued the field crew throughout much of the 2009 field season, field 

methods employed in 2010 included the excavation of a 3’-4’ deep backhoe trench in 

selected areas within the slab footprint.  The initial trench formed something of an 

inverted and elongated U shape, running north from the SW slab corner to near the north 

wall abutment, then east to a point approximately 2/3 the length of the slab, then 

southeasterly to the southeast slab corner. 
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Following the advice of an MNDNR area engineer and hydrologist, another 

trench was subsequently dug on an east-west line approximately halfway between the 

first trench and the south wall abutment.  Finally, three shorter “spur” trenches were dug 

on north-south lines near the south wall abutment in those areas that seemed to need them 

most.  The backhoe excavation was closely monitored at all times by one to two 

archaeologists, and the trench revealed information pertaining to artifact depth and 

concentrations. Although the trenches did not completely alleviate the water and flooding 

issues, they did markedly reduce the level to which the water rose and the duration of the 

flooding.  

During the 2010 field season excavations at the Isackson site 27 square meters 

were excavated around and within the Isackson foundation, resulting in the recovery of 

over 7,000 artifacts.  The units were excavated to either sterile soil around the house or to 

the concrete foundation floor within the house basement.  Excavations in the slab area 

were expanded to the north and east, confirming that the densest artifact concentrations 

were located in the southwest corner of the slab area. By the end of the 2010 field season, 

more than 27,000 artifacts had been recovered from 111.5 square meters of excavation 

(Appendix A: Artifacts Recovered from Site 21LA541 by Block).  

 

Results of Excavations at Agate Bay 
 

Artifacts recovered from the excavations at Agate Bay (Site 21LA541) were 

classified and analyzed using a modified version of Roderick Sprague’s functional 
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classification system (Sprague 1980-81).  Sprague developed his system expressly for the 

analysis of artifacts recovered from 19th and 20th century sites.  The system espouses 

placing artifacts into functional categories, rather than using a material-based system that 

is more prevalent for use on prehistoric artifact assemblages.  The presumption is that for 

historic-period sites, functional categories reflect a greater sense of cultural reality. 

 Sprague’s system proposes the following eight categories: Personal Items, 

Domestic Items, Architecture, Personal and Domestic Transportation, Commerce and 

Industry, Group Services, Group Ritual, and Unknown.  For the Agate Bay analysis the 

categories of Personal and Domestic Transportation, Group Services and Group Ritual 

were eliminated and the categories of Saloon Items and Contextually Variable were 

added.  Artifacts considered contextually variable were items such as glass storage 

bottles, wherein a general function could be inferred but a precise use could not be nailed 

down.  The intent was to provide a somewhat clearer definition than simply “unknown,” 

though the category is admittedly of limited value from a basic analytical standpoint. 

 For the purposes of this study, the categories with the highest degree of analytical 

usefulness are, in order of importance: Saloon, Personal, Domestic, Commerce, and 

Architecture.  The following two tables reveal the artifact breakdown among those five 

categories.  Table 1 includes artifacts recovered from the slab area, while Table 2 shows 

artifacts recovered from the Isackson homestead portion of the site. 

Table 1. Artifacts recovered from the Slab area of Site 21LA541. 

Block Saloon Personal Domestic Commerce Architecture 
1 - 1 5 3 8 
2 5 10 4 - 1 
3 - 3 21 1 15 
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4 - - 24 - 1 
5 2 3 32 10 6 
6 - - 35 5 7 
9 - 2 - 3 24 
10 1 19 95 14 57 
11 - 5 4 2 119 
13 23 48 191 148 93 
16 9 1 43 21 4 
17 - 2 135 19 - 
18 4 - 22 1 109 
19 2 17 59 2 1 
20 - 1 133 5 40 
21 - - 11 - - 
22 - - 2 - - 
23 - 8 46 11 101 
24 - - 1 - - 
25 - - 6 - - 
26 - - - - - 
27 - - 15 - 2 
28 - 6 62 5 36 
29 - 4 15 4 2 
30 - 3 17 10 6 
31 - 6 130 1580 9 
32 1 2 34 4 11 
33 3 23 747 2301 15 
34 23 139 690 62 68 
35 - 1 10 5 - 
36 - 43 249 - - 

Total 73 347 2217 4216 735 
 
Table 2. Artifacts recovered from the Isackson foundation area of Site 21LA541. 

Block Saloon Personal Domestic Commerce Architecture 
7 - 13 243 14 153 
8 - 43 1728 23 457 
12 - 8 177 4 75 
14 1 3 53 1 25 
15 - 3 528 17 194 

Total 1 70 2729 59 904 
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A comparison of artifacts recovered from the slab area vs. from the Isackson 

portion of Site 21LA541 revealed some distinct differences.  Neither site area exhibited a 

particularly high number of saloon items or personal items.  Domestic items, however, 

accounted for nearly three-fourths of the Isackson assemblage, but less than one-third of 

the slab assemblage.  Conversely, more than half of the slab artifacts provided evidence 

of commerce and industry, while in the Isackson area that number amounted to less than 

2%. 

In some respects the artifact signature distinction between the slab area and the 

Isackson area makes sense.  The high percentage of domestic items and low percentage 

of commerce and industry items in the Isackson area reflect the fact that the Isackson area 

of the site was, in fact, a homestead, and one would expect to find domestic items at a 

homestead site.  The high percentage of commerce and industry items in the slab area, on 

the other, hand, suggest that area functioned largely as a business district. 

At the start of excavation at Site 21LA541, one of the initial research questions 

focused on evaluating the difference between artifacts found at the Isackson foundation 

area and those found in the slab area.  Documentary evidence suggested that the Isackson 

lot (lot #21, located in the very southwest corner of Block 2 of Sexton’s four-acre parcel) 

was the only lot Sexton sold.  The other 38 lots, including 18 in Block 1 and 20 others in 

Block 2 (Figure 17), all operated as lease lots. 
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Figure 17. Plat of Agate Bay (from Bishop 2000:23). 

 

Documentary evidence also suggested very strongly that Isackson’s lot served 

primarily if not entirely as a residential lot.  No real consensus existed regarding the 

nature of the remaining lots.  The preliminary research goal was to use the Isackson site 

area as a way to compare and contrast the artifact assemblage with that recovered from 

the slab area in the hope that the similarities and differences might shed light on the true 

use and history of the town-site of Agate Bay.  



118 
 

The initial Isackson vs. slab research question was formulated because prior to 

excavation, the extant documentary evidence suggested that the Isackson’s moved onto 

their lot in Agate Bay during the town’s heyday.  As excavation progressed, it became 

clear from the extensive use of concrete in the foundation and the existence of a full 

concrete lined basement (including the floor) that the house had been moved from its 

original foundation onto a new foundation. 

Additional archival research conducted concurrently with the ongoing excavations 

at the Isackson site revealed that in 1906 the MIC had moved the residence slightly to the 

west and poured a concrete basement under the structure.  That discovery led to a 

reconsideration of the original research question because it meant that the Isackson house 

site area post-dated the time of the slab area occupation of Agate Bay by about 20 years.  

The research question was eventually abandoned entirely when excavators uncovered 

substantial amounts of post-occupation fill, including stacks of newspapers dating to as 

recently as the 1940s.  Subsequent site analysis is thereby focused specifically on the slab 

area component of Site 21LA541. 

 

Slab Area Excavations 
 

Excavations in the slab area component of Site 21LA541 provided convincing 

evidence that almost all of the most compelling cultural deposits were concentrated in a 

fairly small area in the south half of the southwest quadrant.  In a sense, that discovery 

corroborated the results of the soil resistivity testing (Figure 16), which also suggested a 
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preponderance of subsurface soil anomalies in the southwest quadrant of the slab.  It does 

not seem unreasonable to infer that subsurface soil anomalies may be one indicator of 

previous cultural activity. 

 By the end of the 2010 field season, a total of 31 excavation blocks accounting for 

124 square meters had been excavated during the course of archaeological fieldwork at 

Agate Bay (Figure 18).  Based on some combination of soil resistivity testing indicators 

or visual surface evidence (as discussed previously in the Field Methods section), a 

smattering of excavation blocks were placed in the northern and eastern areas of the slab.  

The blocks located farthest north and east generally yielded a paucity of artifacts, and the 

artifacts they did yield were uninspiring from an analytical standpoint.  Excavation block 

26, located farthest to the northeast, proved to be the most extreme example as it 

comprised a 1m-x-2m block that yielded no artifacts. 

 Based on the cumulative results of the ongoing excavations, project investigators 

determined that focusing their efforts in the southwest part of the slab would constitute 

the most effective and efficient way to maximize the potential to gather meaningful 

archaeological data.  To that end, unit expansion in excavation blocks 13, 31, 33 and 34 

(Figure 19) eventually resulted in those four blocks accounting for 48 of the 124 (38.7%) 

square meters of the total horizontal excavation area in the slab. 
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Figure 18. Location of excavation blocks at Site 21LA541, within the former coal storage 
slab area. 

 

 The number of identifiable artifacts recovered from blocks 13, 31, 33 and 34 

underscore the notion of the southwest quadrant of the slab as the site’s “hot spot.”  

While those blocks comprised less than 40% of the total (horizontal) site area excavated, 

they yielded 4,091 of the 4,216 (97.0%) of the Commerce and Industry items, 1,758 of 

the 2,217 (79.3%) of the Domestic items, 49 of the 73 (67.1%) of the Saloon items, and 

216 of the 347 (62.2%) of the Personal items recovered from the slab area excavations. 

Red = concrete slab remnant perimeter 
Blue = drainage trenches 
Yellow = excavation blocks 



121 
 

 
Figure 19. Location of block excavations in the west half of the slab area at Site 
21LA541. 

  

Specific artifact types recovered from blocks 13, 31, 33 and 34 provide solid 

evidence of specific activities that took place in those locations.  Excavation blocks 13 

and 34 yielded 46 of the 73 (63.0%) saloon items recovered from the slab.  A close look 

at historic maps and photos concurrent with excavation in those blocks led to speculation 

that blocks 13 and 34 were located in close proximity to the waterfront facades of the 
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buildings, presumably saloons, pictured on the left edge of Figure 5.  The prevalence of 

saloon items recovered from those blocks supports that contention. 

 The contiguous blocks 31 and 33, located just 10 meters east of block 13, yielded 

only three saloon items but 3,881 of the 4,216 (92.1%) of the commerce and industry 

items.  The vast majority (over 97%) of those commerce and industry items from blocks 

31 and 33 consisted of leather shoe parts and other leather scraps.  It seems reasonable to 

conclude that blocks 31 and 33 are exactly on or right next to the former location of J.P. 

Dodge’s (Figure 20) shoe shop. 

 

Summary of Artifact Evidence at Agate Bay 
 

Historical and archaeological evidence both led to the conclusion that cultural 

material recovered from the Isackson component of Site 21LA541 was not analytically 

useful for the purposes of this investigation.  Even in the slab area, with the exception of 

evidence supporting the identification of one or two saloons (blocks 13 and 34) and a 

shoe shop (blocks 31 and 33), the artifacts did not allow for the identification of any other 

discrete activity areas. 

Although the highest artifact density was concentrated mainly in the southwest 

quadrant of the slab, diagnostic artifacts were not necessarily concentrated in that same 

area but were recovered from a number of rather scattered locations.  It therefore makes 

the most sense to consider the material culture of Agate Bay as a composite of data 

gathered from throughout the slab area. 
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Figure 20. Documentary evidence of a specific industry at Agate Bay (from Trelford 
1910) 
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CHAPTER 9: THE MATERIAL CULTURE OF AGATE BAY 

 

Because Agate Bay was occupied for such a short time and in such a small area, 

the most interesting research questions relate to what might be broadly coined 

Community Development.  Within the Community Development context are more 

specific research arenas such as the corporate hegemony/individual resistance dichotomy, 

anticipated permanent versus transient settlement cues, and economics (under the guise of 

consumerism).  The research questions are designed to address issues of industrial 

capitalism from a world systems perspective, and ultimately cycle back to address the 

degree of influence exerted (or at least attempted) by the MIC. 

The first two questions are posed to address issues of a localized, site-specific 

nature in an attempt to get a better handle on the dynamics of day-to-day life at Agate 

Bay.  The last two questions are geared more toward issues on a national/global scale in 

order to better understand the placement of Agate Bay within the national and global 

economy. 

Research Questions 

1.  From a mid-nineteenth century Victorian perspective, it makes sense to infer that 

employers did not approve of red-light districts, because they (the red-light districts) were 

immoral and because they distracted employees from their proper focus on a work-

oriented life.  Documentary evidence suggests that Charlemagne Tower, Jr., did not 

approve of the elements that constituted the seedier side of life on Whiskey Row, but 
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begrudgingly accepted them as part of the natural makeup of almost all frontier-era 

settlements.  Do artifacts from Whiskey Row suggest that Thomas Sexton’s “holdout” 

parcel deserved a reputation as “Hell’s Four Acres,” or do they reveal that Agate Bay was 

a typical frontier-era residential settlement with no more than the expected number of 

bars and other dens of iniquity? 

 

Hypothesis: If the artifacts recovered from Whiskey Row represent an inordinately high 

percentage of “sinful” activity, it would suggest that historical accounts of Whiskey Row 

and Hell’s Four Acres are substantially true.  If the artifacts indicate a more typical 

residential community, it would suggest that stories regarding the debauchery of Agate 

Bay were largely mythical or, perhaps, exaggerated aspects of reality.  One explanation 

for the creation of a debauchery myth or the exaggeration of the real story is provided by 

indications that the MIC wanted to acquire and maintain control over virtually everything 

that happened in and around the new settlement of Two Harbors. 

Thomas Sexton’s retention of four acres in 1882 when the MIC acquired his other 

150 acres ran exactly counter to MIC wishes.  In that event, it would make good business 

sense for MIC to cast Sexton in as unfavorable light as possible.  In order for MIC to 

create and maintain political, social, and economic hegemony at Two Harbors, it was 

necessary to “entice” Sexton to sell out his remaining four acres.  To facilitate that 

process they certainly would have used any means at their disposal.  One of those means 

may have included creating negative public opinion toward Sexton by emphasizing that 
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his land constituted an entirely lawless section of town via loaded terms such as “Hell’s 

Four Acres” and “Whiskey Row.” 

 

2. Is there any meaningful difference between the types, distributions, and functions of 

artifacts recovered from the Whiskey Row lease lots owned by Thomas Sexton and those 

recovered from the one lot that he sold prior to selling out completely to MIC?  During 

the period of occupation at Agate Bay (ca. 1883-1886), Sexton sold the southeastern-

most parcel of the platted town site to commercial fisherman Hans Isackson.  As opposed 

to every other portion of the site, occupied for only 2-3 years, Isackson and his wife 

ultimately worked out a deal with MIC whereby they were able to live on their property 

until their deaths in 1908 and 1909 respectively. 

Artifacts recovered from the one lot that Sexton sold to someone other than MIC 

would be expected to provide a comparative analytical tool to measure against artifacts 

recovered from elsewhere in the site.  A comparative analytical tool would be useful 

because MIC correspondence regarding the company’s lease agreement with Hans 

Isackson reveals that the company regarded Isackson in a favorable light, as a 

“legitimate” resident.  Documentation relative to the other habitants of “Hell’s Four 

Acres,” on the other hand, suggests that MIC regarded them unfavorably, or, in a sense, 

as “illegitimate” residents.  Consequently, if the Isacksons had a better relationship with 

the company than did their neighbors, one would expect that they “bought into” the 

company line (as expanded on below, in hypothesis #3) more than did their neighbors. 
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Hypothesis:  As noted by Leone (1999:14-15), “archaeological signatures of ephemeral 

ownership [such as tenancy] can be read in the seemingly haphazard assemblages of 

machinery, tools, and structures whose logic lay in functional flexibility, localized 

maintenance, and portability, rather than in technological sophistication promoted by 

national advertising.”  Artifacts recovered from the Isackson area of the site should 

thereby provide a good representation of time-depth (25 years instead of just a few years 

throughout the rest of the site) and reflect permanence not visible in other site areas.  The 

reliably documented presence of a presumably more stable and longer-lived household 

adjacent to a larger site area of a far more transient nature would be expected to provide a 

useful spatial and temporal comparative context within which to place the site as a whole. 

 

3.  From a global and large-scale anthropological perspective, one of the main impacts of 

the Industrial Revolution was the rise of a previously unknown group–the working-class 

wage earner.  The degree to which the advent of a new group was accepted can be 

interpreted directly from their material culture, because “[s]ome households [bought] into 

the new consumer culture [while those that did not] acquired a material culture that was 

fashionable generations earlier” (Shackel 1996:145).  If the artifacts recovered from 

Agate Bay represented the latest-and-greatest makes and models of all sorts of consumer 

goods, it would indicate the new members of the working class wage earners were 

embracing their new standing and exercising their buying power.  Alternatively, 

information on the consumer use of artifacts from Whiskey Row might reveal an attempt 
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by the Minnesota Iron Company to control the types of goods the residents had access to, 

further reinforcing the hegemonic aspects of industrial capitalism. 

 

Hypothesis:  Homogeneity in the types and origins of mass-produced and mass-marketed 

goods used by the residents of Whiskey Row might suggest that MIC was attempting to 

exert influence (i.e., control) over the marketplace.  If, conversely, the durable consumer 

goods represented considerable diversity and/or local origin, it would suggest that the 

company was not successful at controlling the supply of consumer goods available to 

residents.  In addition, if the evidence shows that people used mass-produced goods in 

ways other than their intended use, it would suggest that those people were expressing a 

tacit form of resistance by rejecting the packaged meanings and reshaping those 

meanings into something personal to them (Leone 1999:18). 

 

4.  A key component of world systems analyses involves determining the nature of the 

relationship between the core and the periphery.  The quality and type of the material 

culture present at a site can help to inform that determination.  In particular, the 

percentage of common utilitarian goods compared to higher-class luxury goods can help 

answer the question: Is the periphery supporting itself or the core? 

 

Hypothesis:  A high percentage of luxury goods relative to the number of strictly 

utilitarian goods would suggest there is a tangible benefit to the periphery from the core.  

In contrast, a paucity of luxury goods would suggest that the periphery existed only to 
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benefit the core.  The predominance of utilitarian goods would, in essence, be evidence 

that the core was not providing sufficient support or investment to facilitate the 

accumulation of luxury products. 

 

Agate Bay Artifact Summary 

 Archaeological excavations conducted at Site 21LA541 between July, 2006 and 

October, 2010 resulted in the recovery of more than 33,000 artifacts.  The vast majority 

of those artifacts were small, non-diagnostic fragments of glass or ceramic.  Artifacts 

considered diagnostically useful for the purposes of the current investigation were 

generally those that either included information about their place of origin or place of 

manufacture, or those that possessed some interpretable traits of form, function and/or 

uniqueness. 

 Material culture types that include information relative to their point of origin or 

manufacture tend to be durable goods that can be either painted or embossed, such as 

ceramic or glass products.  At Agate Bay, ceramic maker’s marks were the most common 

form of production location identifier.  Maker’s marks revealed that Agate Bay was truly 

a part of a global economy. 

 Of the 41 identifiable maker’s marks in the Agate Bay artifact assemblage, 36 

(87.8%) were made in England.  Of the 36 English ceramics, 20 came from the Burslem 

potteries of Charles Meakin (Figure 21) or Maddock & Company.  Thirteen came from 

the John Edwards or Baker & Company potteries in Staffordshire, and three came from 

the J & G Meakin or Johnson Brothers potteries in Hanley.  Four of the five American-
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made ceramics were made in New Jersey, and a single piece of porcelain came from 

Burley & Co. in Chicago. 

 As opposed to the domination of English-manufactured ceramics, American 

manufacturers dominated the place of origin for source-able bottles found at Agate Bay.  

Only two of the 17 (11.8%) source-able bottles were manufactured outside the United 

States.  Of the 15 U.S. bottles, three were produced by the Duluth Bottling Works.  Three 

others were made by the Illinois Glass Company but were presumably bottled in Duluth, 

as they were embossed “J.L. Duluth Minn.” (Figure 22).  Other states that were home to 

bottle makers whose wares were represented in the Agate Bay bottle assemblage included 

Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin. 

 



131 
 

 
Figure 21. Ceramic from the Charles Meakin Pottery in Burslem, England. 

 

 Understanding where consumer goods are coming from is one important facet of 

understanding a site as a whole.  Another important facet is figuring out how those goods 

were being used and what they were being used for.  For ceramics, a functional analysis 

most often starts with the form of the object because that is the most efficient way of 

figuring out how it was used. 

 For the Agate Bay ceramic assemblage, a rim sherd circumferential sizing chart 

was used in conjunction with vessel wall thickness measurements to determine likely  
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Figure 22. Bottle embossed "J.L. Duluth Minn." 

 

vessel function.  Based on the application of that attribute combination, a minimum 

vessel count of 58 was broken down into individual vessel types of: 27 plates (46.6%), 13 

saucers (22.4%), 10 cups (17.2%), three crocks (5.1%), three serving dish/platters (5.1%), 

and two storage containers (3.4%).  In other words, individual-portion vessels (plates, 

cups, and saucers) accounted for 50 of the 58 (86.2%) sizeable ceramics, while group-

portion containers (crocks, serving dishes/platters, and storage containers) accounted for 

only 13.8% (eight of 58). 

 In one sense, figuring out the functional aspect of bottles is more straightforward 

than determining the functional aspect of ceramics.  Figuring out what the bottle was 
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used for is generally synonymous with figuring out what its contents were.  The matter 

can be complicated somewhat, however, by the recognition that bottles in frontier-era 

settings were frequently re-used for a purpose other than its original purpose. 

 In the Agate Bay glass assemblage, it is no surprise that the most unique, or 

exotic, bottle remnants come from the most exotic (i.e., non-local, or in this case, non-

U.S.) origins.  One was a bottle of Hunyadi Janos Saxlehner Bitterquelle (Figure 23),  

 
Figure 23. Bottle base of "Hunyadi Janos Saxlehner Bitterquelle." 

 

manufactured from 1863-1900, and defined as “spring water containing magnesium 

sulphate [for a] gentle laxative property” (Toulouse 1981:152).  The other was a bottle 

labeled ED PINAUD, which was apparently perfume imported from Paris (Figure 24). 
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Figure 24. Bottle of "ED PINAUD" perfume from Paris. 

 

 Apart from the two bottles described above, almost all of the identifiable bottles 

recovered at Agate Bay originally held medicine or were at least medicine-related.  The 

only exceptions were two tentatively identified as soda bottles.  Nine others have a 

distinct medicine bottle shape.  The last three include one labeled “Dr. Kennedy’s” which 

originally contained some form of tonic, one from Jaques Chemical Works in Chicago, 

and one labeled “Pinkham Vegetable Compound.” 

 In addition to the durable artifact types of glass and ceramics, site conditions at 

Agate Bay contributed to the uncommon (for Minnesota) preservation of other artifact 

types.  The presence of a concrete slab capping much of the site for more than 75 years 
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sealed the artifacts off from any appreciable infiltration of air.  That circumstance created 

an anaerobic environment which, combined with the saturated soils caused by rainwater 

runoff, groundwater seepage, and snow melt moisture, apparently facilitated preservation 

of organic materials while it simultaneously hastened the demise of most metals. 

 The few metal artifacts recovered at Agate Bay were almost always corroded to a 

point beyond which object recognition was possible.  Organic material, on the other hand, 

was preserved in a way rarely seen in the Upper Midwest.  Food remains in the form of 

seeds, pits, and shell and husk fragments were abundant (Figure 25), and wood artifacts  

 
Figure 25. Peach and plum pits, pumpkin seed and coconut shell fragment from Site 
21LA541. 
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like planks, boards, fine pieces of trim, barrel staves and clothespins (Figure 26) were 

preserved so well they looked like they had been covered for just a few months instead of 

for 125 years. 

 
Figure 26. Clothespin recovered from Site 21LA541. 

 

 The most dramatic examples of organic preservation were represented by the 

clothing remnants of leather and textiles.  Excavations uncovered examples of numerous 

types of fabrics.  Nearly complete specimens of a union suit, a leather jacket, and a fedora 

were among the more compelling personal items recovered. 

From a site interpretation perspective, the discovery of dozens if not hundreds of 

boot and shoe parts was especially intriguing.  Documentary evidence indicated that 
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Agate Bay was home to a boot-maker for several years.  Many boot and shoe parts were 

visible on the surface right after the slab was removed, and one of the block excavations 

came down on what certainly must have been a remnant of the boot-maker’s shop 

(Figures 27 & 28).  In addition to numerous boot and shoe parts and other leather scraps, 

the excavation uncovered a group of eight complete left shoes all together, as though they 

had been part of a display. 

 
Figure 27. Leather shoe heels recovered from Site 21LA541. 

 

 Boot evidence from Agate Bay also revealed a type of local adaptation to 

manufacturing technology.  Many of the relatively complete boots contained layers of 

birch bark in between the layers of leather.  Whether the birch bark was intended for 
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padding, insulation from cold, something completely different, or some combination of 

those reasons is not yet known. 

 
Figure 28. Leather shoe soles recovered from Site 21LA541. 

 

 Organic preservation at Agate Bay also provided some intriguing interpretive 

possibilities through the recovery of various food remains.  In addition to the not-

unexpected presence of apple seeds, pumpkin seeds, peach pits and plum pits, excavators 

recovered the remnants of more exotic foodstuffs such as a number of peanut shells and 

at least one coconut shell fragment.  The presence of a coconut shell seems particularly 

thought-provoking in terms of considering the “whys and wherefores” as to how it came 

to be at Agate Bay.  It may be worth noting that coconut fragments were also recovered 
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during archaeological excavations of the 18th century fur post at Grand Portage, at the 

very northeastern tip of Minnesota (Guy Gibbon, personal communication, March 2009). 

 Diagnostic artifacts from the categories of glass, ceramics and organics illustrate 

the place of the settlement of Agate Bay in a local, national and global economy.  The 

leather boot remnants provide an example of local manufacture.  The identifiable bottles 

provide a hint towards the global market via the presence of two French-made bottles.  

Mainly though, the bottles illustrate local-national connections, and a particularly strong 

local-regional connection is shown by virtue of the Illinois Glass Works producing 

bottles for use by a Duluth company. 

 In addition to the French bottles, Agate Bay’s connection to the global market was 

underscored by the predominance of British-manufactured ceramics.  Also, the presence 

of a coconut shell fragment could represent either a national or global connection, but 

either way was presumably imported from some far-off tropical climate.  The concluding 

chapter will consider the material culture of Agate Bay within the theoretical framework 

discussed earlier. 
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CHAPTER 10: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 Stories about the nature of the initial settlement of the townsite of Agate Bay are 

well-known in the local community even today, some 120 years after the fact.  Many of 

the most often-repeated stories are, unsurprisingly, those that are also the most colorful 

and provocative.  Legendary tales of drunken brawling, gambling and whoring on 

Whiskey Row in Hell’s Four Acres are appealing because they represent a form of 

rebellion; behavior that is quite outside the conventional standards of today. 

 But if the stories of the early development of Agate Bay are not put within a 

larger context, they are destined to remain mere footnotes (albeit colorful ones) for a 

small-scale local history.  On that level, the stories remain relevant, if at all, to only a 

small segment of a small local population.  For the Agate Bay story to become more 

meaningful, to actually matter in some larger sense, it is necessary to put it into a larger 

contextual framework. 

 If the sordid tales of debauchery at Whiskey Row were in fact destined to remain 

footnotes to a small, localized area history, it would not necessarily matter too much 

whether they were true in the strictest sense.  They would be well-suited to the old adage: 

“why let the facts get in the way of a good story?”  In an attempt to make the story matter 

on a larger scale, however, it is more important to try to ensure that the interpretation is 

as close as possible to an accurate and faithful representation of events as they actually 

happened. 
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 For a historical archaeologist, adding material culture evidence to documentary 

evidence is the most generally accepted means of getting the most accurate possible 

picture of the past.  The material culture evidence from Agate Bay is hereby incorporated 

into the story of Agate Bay’s past by framing it within the parameters established by the 

four research questions posed in Chapter 9. 

 

Synthesis of Research Questions 

 The first research question asked whether the artifacts reflected a sin-filled 

“Hell’s Four Acres” or a typical frontier-era residential and commercial settlement.  The 

question hypothesized that a high percentage of “sinful” artifacts would corroborate the 

notion of Whiskey Row and Hell’s Four Acres.  A low percentage would suggest a 

typical community whose true nature nay have been intentionally misrepresented by the 

MIC in an attempt to force the landowner to sell out. 

 Artifacts collected at Agate Bay overwhelmingly support the notion that it was a 

typical frontier community.  Many of the recovered bottle fragments were too small to 

confidently assign to a specific functional category and were thus put into the more 

ephemeral category of “contextually variable.”  It is likely that many of those fragments 

came from alcohol bottles, which would obviously change the percentage of “sinful” 

artifacts.  Even so, most previous saloon site investigations suggest that saloon sites will 

inevitably include a fairly high percentage of clearly saloon-related artifacts like beer 

mugs, flasks, and shot glasses.  An inordinately small number of such saloon-specific 
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items were recovered at Agate Bay, dramatically lessening the likelihood that Agate Bay 

was covered with nothing but saloons. 

 The second research question suggested that artifacts recovered from the Isackson 

homestead portion of the site would provide a useful comparison to the artifacts 

recovered from the slab area.  That question turned out to be essentially invalid.  As 

excavation progressed on the Isackson portion of the site, it became clear that the cellar 

being excavated had been filled with trash that significantly post-dated the final site 

occupant, who died in 1909.  Among other more modern debris, excavators uncovered 

stacks of newspapers that dated to as recently as the 1940s. 

 The third research question addressed the notion of consumer choice as a means 

of resistance to MIC domination.  It hypothesized that a great deal of homogeneity in the 

types and origins of mass-produced and mass-marketed goods might mean the MIC had 

managed to influence access to consumer goods.  If the consumer goods represented 

considerable diversity, on the other hand, that would mean the Agate Bay residents were 

basically able to make their own consumer choices. 

 Artifacts recovered from Agate Bay represented a significant degree of diversity.  

Durable consumer goods were coming in from various parts of the United States, and 

glass and ceramic products were being imported from as far away as England and France.  

If the MIC had designs on trying to control access to consumer goods at Agate Bay, the 

artifact assemblage suggests they were resoundingly unsuccessful.  The historically 

documented and archaeologically corroborated presence of a boot-maker living and 
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working at Agate Bay adds another piece of evidence of activity beyond company 

control. 

 Agate Bay residents may have been resisting MIC attempts at control just by 

exercising individual control over their choices of consumer goods.  A far more direct 

form of resistance was manifested simply through their choice of where to live.  As noted 

earlier, two of the first three buildings constructed by the MIC at Two Harbors consisted 

of a hotel and a large boardinghouse to accommodate their employees.  The employees 

had a choice, so those who chose to not live in the company-controlled section of town 

were actively making a choice to resist company control. 

 The fourth and final research question addressed the relationship between the 

World Systems Theory-defined core and periphery by examining the number of luxury 

goods compared to the number of common utilitarian goods represented at Agate Bay.  

The hypothesis for this question was that more luxury goods would mean the periphery 

was receiving tangible benefit from the core, while few luxury goods would mean the 

periphery was there only to support the core but the core was not providing enough 

support to allow for the accumulation of luxury goods. 

 The fourth question might be more directly applicable if the study area were 

firmly under the control of the MIC, instead of (as Agate Bay) expressly and intentionally 

outside of MIC control.  It is still relevant though, under the assumption that activities of 

the core will affect the periphery as a whole, and not just specific areas of the periphery.  

The MIC influence in northeastern Minnesota constituted a textbook example of a core-
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semiperiphery-periphery in a geographical sense.  In many other ways the MIC example 

was quite atypical of the World Systems definition of a core-periphery relationship. 

 

Conclusions 

 In the typical core-periphery relationship, the core expects that the benefits in the 

relationship will be mainly or even entirely one-directional because the periphery is there 

only to provide for the core.  The MIC was clearly quite different from the very start, as 

evidenced by the fact that company owner Charlemagne Tower invested millions of 

dollars into the periphery before he ever saw a dime of return on his investment.  

Furthermore, his investment interest was personally embodied by the fact that he sent his 

son to the semiperiphery (Duluth) to oversee the activities in the periphery (Agate 

Bay/Two Harbors, and by extension the mines at Soudan). 

 Tower clearly recognized the need to make the core-periphery relationship 

mutually beneficial.  The artifact assemblage from Agate Bay reflects the notion that the 

periphery was also benefitting from the relationship.  A number of elaborately decorated 

ceramics, a croquet ball, a French perfume bottle, and evidence of some fairly exotic food 

items are but a few examples of the luxury items found at Agate Bay. 

 Early MIC correspondence conveys the impression that the company did have 

some degree of compassion for their employees.  That concern did not stem from any 

corporate sense of altruism or benevolent paternalism.  It was, rather, based on the 

ultimately pragmatic notion that satisfied employees equaled productive employees. 
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 Charlemagne Tower’s words demonstrated in no uncertain terms that every single 

company decision should be made with the best interest of the company in mind.  It is not 

hard to imagine that the prevailing company attitude occasionally stirred resentment and 

resistance.  Those attitudes of resentment and resistance can be witnessed in the iron 

regions of Minnesota even today. 

 Virtually every native-born Minnesotan is familiar with the term “Ranger.”  For 

Minnesotans, the term does not first and foremost refer to a Park Ranger, an Army 

Ranger or a Texas Ranger (either law enforcement personnel or baseball players).  It 

refers, instead, to a person who has grown up on one of Minnesota’s three iron ranges.  

An accurate longer version of the term would be “Iron Ranger.” 

 Although each range has its own distinctions, certain generalities can be used to 

define Minnesota “Rangers,” whether they hail from the Tower-Soudan-Ely area of the 

Vermilion Range, the Hibbing-Eveleth-Virginia area of the Mesabi Range, or the Crosby-

Ironton area of the Cuyuna Range.  Every Minnesotan who knows one or more Ranger 

well knows that Rangers are a fiercely independent lot.  They are strong-willed, resolute, 

and resilient, and they resent the hell out of anyone (read: outsider) trying to impose their 

will on them. 

 Given their independent nature, it is important to point out that Rangers have a 

distinctly different mentality than the individualistic and rather isolationist “Cowboy” 

mentality prevalent in the American West.  Rangers tend to think independently and react 

negatively to outside “interference,” but they are also exceptionally community-minded, 

with a strong Springsteen-esque “we take care of our own” approach. 
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 The distinction between the community-based individualism of Rangers and the 

isolationist individualism of the western American cowboy stems from their distinctly 

different life experience.  The cowboy was most likely out on his own, fending for 

himself with no real community support to fall back on in times of need.  The Ranger, on 

the other hand, was raised in a mining community with numerous peers who nearly 

exactly shared his work experience. 

 Any resistance formed in the mind of the cowboy likely lived and died with him 

and his “me against the world” approach.  Resistance formed by a Ranger, on the other 

hand, was likely to be shared by a number of other individuals and was also likely to be 

directed at the same entity.  That entity was almost certainly, in the case of Rangers, a 

mining company. 

 The somewhat paradoxical nature of the community-minded individualism of a 

Ranger could only come about as a result of a collective shared experience of facing off 

against a common opponent, even (or perhaps especially) if the opponent is an employer.  

For Rangers, as noted, that opponent was sure to be a mining company.  It does not seem 

much of a stretch to trace individual discontent wrapped in community-wide resistance to 

those individuals who chose to live at Agate Bay rather than at the plethora of other 

options that were all controlled by the Minnesota Iron Company. 
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APPENDIX A: ARTIFACTS RECOVERED FROM SITE 21LA541 BY BLOCK 
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Block 7 - Continued 
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Block 8 - Continued 
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Block 10 - Continued 
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Block 13 - Continued 
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Block 15 - Continued 
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Block 26 was negative – no cultural materials recovered 
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Block 33 – Continued 
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Block 34 - Continued 
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