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By 
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Under the Supervision of Dr. Cheryl Jimenez Frei 

 
This thesis examines the Italian Hall Memorial and Keweenaw National Historical Park 
as a local commemorative space in Calumet, Michigan, and as a national component to 
memory studies and twentieth-century labor within the United States. I argue that the 

Italian Hall Memorial is a valuable therapeutic memorial, a term coined by art historian 
Kirk Savage. This memorial, constructed from the archway that stood above the Italian 

Hall doorway, is ominous, simplistic, and powerful, as it reconstructed a traumatic event 
into a space that promoted reconciliation and memorialization efforts within the 
community of Calumet. The creation of the Keweenaw National Historical Park 

contributes to this argument because the park holds a partnership with the Village of 
Calumet in preserving and presenting this history for generations to come. The 
establishment of a National Park Service branch solidifies Calumet’s national 

significance. This thesis is presented in an introduction, four main chapters, a conclusion, 
bibliography, and a timeline of events.  
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Timeline of Events 
Story of the Italian Hall, 1908 - Present 

 

1908 - Italian Hall is built 
1913 - Labor strike begins, Michigan Copper Miners.  
December 24th, 1913 - Italian Hall Disaster, 73 people killed 
1913-1970s/80s - Hall was either empty or used for other 

purposes; the history of the Italian Hall faded away as 
commemoration efforts were few. 

1942 - Woody Guthrie writes and releases a song about the 
tragedy called “1913 Massacre” 

1977 - Italian Hall purchased by Helen Smith 
1980 - Italian Hall earns spot on the National Register of 

Historic Places 
1981 - Friends of Italian Hall formed and Helen Smith donates 

the building to the activist group. 
 1984 - Italian Hall demolished 
1985 - Idea for a memorial park/space in the works 
1986 - Italian Hall site earns spot on the Michigan Register of 

Historical Places 
1987 - Memorial arch is constructed, and the Italian Hall 

building is removed from the National Register of Historic Places  
1988 - National Parks Service tours Calumet 
2013 - 100th Anniversary of the Italian Hall Disaster, candles lit 

for victims and a service is held every Christmas Eve.  
2018 - New addition to the current memorial; marker with 

names and ages of victims.  
 



 

Introduction 
  

Contested Memory, Tragedy, & Reconciliation: The Italian Hall 
Memorial 

 
 

On December 24, 1913, hundreds of miners and their families gathered for a 

Christmas Eve celebration in Calumet, Michigan. It had been several long months since 

the start of the Copper Miner’s strike in the Keweenaw Peninsula—located at the far 

northern tip of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula—and everyone needed a distraction.  

Once an isolated region of migrating Indigenous groups, fur traders, and 

missionaries, the Keweenaw quickly became “home to the first large mining boom in 

United States history,” after the discovery of rich copper veins in the nineteenth century.1 

Copper mining was a powerful and profitable industry, and in the Keweenaw, mining 

companies like Calumet and Hecla implemented questionable regulations and practices 

meant to streamline mining while also controlling employees and their families.2  

Corporate Paternalism, a concept and practice centering around the idea that one’s work 

life and personal life could be combined and “mutually reinforcing”, was at the core of 

life in Calumet.3  Calumet and Hecla built and managed spaces that resided outside of the 

work sphere, such as homes, schools, libraries, and even bathing houses.4  By providing 

 
1 Gary Kaunonen and Aaron Goings, Community in Conflict: A Working-Class History of the 

1913-1914 Michigan Copper Strike and the Italian Hall Tragedy (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 2013), 4.  

2 These practices stemmed from Corporate Paternalism, which I will touch on later in this 
thesis. Besides Corporate Paternalism being an issue, the creation and implementation of the one-
man drill was considered questionable, as it made mine work less safe. 

3 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 6-7. 
4 Ibid. 
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these structures to their employees, bosses inevitably thrust themselves into the lives of 

others, leaving little to no balance between work and home life for the miners and their 

families.5 Mine bosses also prohibited unionizing, stripping the workers of any chance to 

band together to advocate for their rights.6 Workdays were long, and copper mining was 

a dangerous profession.  

By 1913, the miners had endured enough and called a general strike. The Western 

Federation of Miners, the “chosen representatives of the working-class community,” and 

mine bosses fought against their own employees throughout moments of unrest, 

uneasiness, and even violence taking place throughout the Keweenaw Peninsula.7  A 

Christmas celebration would be a potential way to bring cheer to miners and their 

families, and some members of the Calumet Ladies’ Auxiliary panned the party. Annie 

(affectionately known as “Big Annie”) Clemenc, a prominent leader of the Ladies’ 

Auxiliary, raised money in nearby towns of Houghton and Hancock to buy gifts for 

children attending the celebration.8 Clemenc and Calumet’s Ladies Auxilary organized 

the party, which was held in a building known as Italian Hall. The hall was created by 

Italian immigrants in 1908 as a place for townsfolk to gather for meetings and other 

events. The first Italian Hall, built in 1891, was far more elaborate and had three levels: 

the first-floor housed businesses, the second music and theater shows, and the third was a 

 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid., page 7.  
7 The WFM (the Western Federation of Miners) was a group on the side of the miners.  
8 Ella Reeve Bloor, We Are Many: An Autobiography by Ella Reeve Bloor (New York: 

International Publishers, 1940), 122.  
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“benevolent society” meeting space, or a “lodge”.9 The original hall caught fire on 

January 2, 1908, due to what probably was a discarded match or cigar that caught fire, 

and was just too costly of a repair.10 The new Italian Hall was built later that year in the 

fall.11 

For the December 1913 Christmas celebration, guests walked through the new hall’s 

towering stone archway and up a flight of stairs to the festivities on the second floor, as 

the lower level was in use as a local pub and general store. Hundreds of workers and their 

families gathered together to sing Christmas carols and to receive presents.12 But it was 

not long before the event’s happy tenor turned dark, when an unknown man made his 

way to the second floor of the hall and yelled “FIRE!”             

Adults and children rushed to the stairway to escape the assumed danger.13 

However, there was no fire at the Italian Hall; the shout from the unidentified man was 

intended to cause panic. In the resulting frenzy, seventy-three people (most of them 

children) were trapped, trampled, and suffocated in the long, narrow stairwell leading 

down to the building’s entrance, as crowds frantically attempted to escape. Christmas was 

no longer a celebration in Calumet, but a time of mourning and immense fear and 

paranoia. No one knew who had yelled fire, so it was difficult to know who to trust after 

 
9  Calumet-Laurium, “$30,000 Fire Destroys Italian Hall Building.” January 3, 1908. Page 8. 

From Keweenaw National Historical Park Archives (accessed August 3, 2021).  
10 Ibid, 7-8. 
11Calumet News, “The Italian Benevolent Society’s New Home.” Oct. 13, 1908.  Page 4. 

From Keweenaw National Historical Park Archives (accessed Aug. 3, 2021).  
12 Ella Reeve Bloor, We Are Many: An Autobiography by Ella Reeve Bloor (New York: 

International Publishers, 1940), 123. 
13 Ibid., 123. 
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the tragedy took place.14 Those directly impacted by the tragedy made funeral 

arrangements for loved ones on Christmas Day and attempted to carry on with the strike, 

but “the grief that enveloped the copper country numbed even the sense of outrage.”15 

After the dead were buried, folks packed up and left Calumet for better work 

opportunities, and to distance themselves from a dark time in their lives.16 Memories of 

that terrible night faded away as people left town, and questions surrounding the tragedy 

lingered in secret throughout Calumet. On April 13, 1914, mine workers voted to end the 

strike and head back to work, ultimately ending the Michigan copper miner strike.17 

For the next seventy years, the Italian Hall stood on downtown Calumet’s Seventh 

Street, a silent reminder of what is commonly referred to as the 1913 Italian Hall 

Tragedy. In the community, the push to forget and “move on” from the past was far 

stronger than a desire to remember or reconcile with it. To many townspeople, the Italian 

Hall tragedy was upsetting, politically charged, contested, and an embarrassing scar on 

the town. It was a glaring reminder of the troubled and tense power struggles between 

mining bosses and the miners themselves and of the unsuccessful strike that dissolved in 

1914. For some in Calumet, the 1913 Tragedy was considered a warning to the “little 

guy” of what could happen if you do not obey those in power.  

Because of the conditions surrounding the labor strikes and the glaring, 

 
14 Michael F. Wendland, “The Calumet Tragedy.” 46. Article/Story part of Keweenaw 

National Historical Park archives and collections (accessed Aug. 3, 2021).  
15 Ibid., 46, 48.  
16 Ibid., 48.  
17 Michael F. Wendland, “The Calumet Tragedy,” 46. Article/Story part of Keweenaw 

National Historical Park archives and collections (accessed Aug. 3, 2021).  
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unanswered questions following the Italian Hall Tragedy, people that remained in 

Calumet were silenced. Discussing this event publicly was risky because many questions 

were left unanswered, and the mining companies still had a looming command over the 

town and company workers. One person’s theory, or accusation at who yelled out “FIRE” 

could result in repercussions, such as loss of job or even your home. The company, and 

the drive to turn a profit, was placed at a higher level of importance, and not the well-

being of employees and their families. Thus, not being in a safe environment to discuss 

the tragedy resulted in a silencing of the past with no such promise of reconciliation, 

closure, and community healing. The impact this silence had on the Italian Hall Tragedy 

and memories associated with it ultimately risked erasure of an important memory from 

the early twentieth century labor history narrative. In fact, not one newspaper throughout 

the Keweenaw acknowledged the first anniversary of the Christmas Eve Massacre.18  In 

the ensuing years, the tragedy fell further and further from public memory. Public efforts 

to remember the victims resurfaced at sporadic moments throughout the twentieth 

century, beginning almost thirty years later with the release of Woody Guthrie’s song 

“1913 Massacre” in 1942. Another three decades passed, and a desire to publicly 

preserve the Italian Hall and talk about its past was reflected in the formation of a local 

history activist group, the Friends of Italian Hall.  

Preservation efforts were met with pushback by individuals who wanted the 

building torn down, and the history of the Italian Hall tragedy faced erasure with the 

 
18 Lindsay Hiltunen, “Seems Like Yesterday: Community Memory and the Michigan Copper 

Strike, 1913-2013,” Western Illinois Historical Review 6, (Spring 2014): 18. 
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building’s demolition by Calumet City Council in 1984. This push to preserve the Italian 

Hall was frequently covered in local newspapers, from the creation of the Friends of 

Italian Hall to the opinions and decisions surrounding the final call to knock down the 

hall. An opinion piece published in The Daily Mining Gazette cited Italian Hall as “in 

danger of tumbling”, and “also an eyesore,” while also questioning the hall’s relevance to 

the early twentieth century labor movement.19 Many newspapers mentioned how much 

money it would be to repair Italian Hall, reporting how “the Friends felt the best 

alternative was to tear down the building an in its place put a memorial to the people who 

died in the Italian Hall tragedy in 1913.”20 In August of 1983, the Copper Island Sentinel 

published a story titled “Italian Hall to be razed”, and ended their piece stating how “the 

conclusion of efforts to deal with the structure which has been deteriorating and 

becoming more hazardous each year, was greeted with applause from the council and 

audience.”21 Over a year later, on October 6, 1984, the Italian Hall was demolished, as 

spectators stood watch at a safe distance.22 Witnesses recalled how the city council’s 

concerns about the hall’s safety seemed irrelevant, as the building withstood seven hits 

from the wrecking ball before any damage was inflicted to its exterior.23 Before the 

 
19 The Daily Mining Gazette, “Decision near on Italian Hall.” January 21, 1983. Michigan 
Technological University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. (accessed Aug. 
10, 2021).  
20 Copper Island Sentinel, Untitled newspaper clipping, March 17, 1983. Michigan Technological 
University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. (accessed Aug. 10, 2021).  
21 Copper Island Sentinel, “Italian Hall to be razed.” August 18, 1983. Michigan Technological 
University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. (accessed Aug. 10, 2021).  
22 Marquette Monthly, Untitled photo of Italian Hall Demolition, April 2001. Michigan 
Technological University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections, Vertical File – 
Buildings – Italian Hall. (accessed Aug. 5, 2021).  
23 Multiple sources, including Reverend Robert Langseth, made note of this in oral histories 
conducted for this study. “Reverend Robert Langesth on the Italian Hall and Creation of 
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rubble of the hall was hauled away, local activists gathered the stone they had requested 

to be saved to create a memorial for the victims of the 1913 tragedy. That stone was later 

used to recreate the archway that marked the entrance to Italian Hall, in a memorial 

design that had been cited in multiple newspaper reports in the years leading up to Italian 

Hall’s demolition.24 

The destruction of Italian Hall suggests an attempt to erase (both literally and 

figuratively) the history of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster as well as the lingering 

questions and controversies that accompanied it. But if the city council’s intention was to 

forever bury this painful past, the attempt backfired, as the building’s demolition is what 

finally opened the door to the creation of a memorial poignantly described by one 

Keweenaw National Park visitor as “a phoenix rising from the dust.”25  

Taking the shape of the reconstructed stone archway of the original building, 

the memorial casts an ominous and stark profile on a downtown Calumet city block, 

emerging from the exact location of where the Italian Hall once stood. It stands out from 

surrounding structures, and almost beckons passerby to come and take a closer look. In 

comparison to the rest of the cityscape, one can assume something is missing, or even out 

of place. The archway once stood above the entrance to Italian Hall, where, behind two 

heavy double doors stretched a narrow stairway where seventy-three innocent people 

were crushed trying to escape a fire that did not exist. Standing in front of the memorial, 

 
Keweenaw National Historical Park, conducted by Emily Martinsen at the Keweenaw National 
Historical Park Headquarters, 13 August 2021.”  
24 “Italian Hall,” The Daily Mining Gazette, March 16, 1983. Michigan Technological Archives 
and Copper Country Historical Collections. (accessed Aug. 10, 2021).  
25 Italian Hall comment books, Keweenaw National Historical Park.  
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one can undoubtedly feel the weight of this event, and the lives cut short behind the 

archway.  

Visible through the memorial arch is a large granite slab with the names of the 

victims and their ages etched onto the front of the stone, an element added to the 

memorial park in 2018. Visitors are able to sit on benches surrounding the memorial, 

encouraging viewers to reflect on the history and memory preserved in the memorial 

before them. It offers a quiet space for healing, reconciliation, and reflection on a difficult 

past. The memorial is stark, with no symbols or imagery in its design, nor any 

interpretation prompting the viewer in how to understand the site or its history. A 

Michigan historical register marker and a Keweenaw National Historical Park wayside 

sign sit at both the left and right of the brick path leading up to the archway.  
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Figure 1. The Italian Hall Memorial (Photo by author)  

 
 In this thesis I examine how the Italian Hall memorial has become a powerful and 

effective site of memory that places a difficult, traumatic, and contested past of early-

twentieth-century labor struggles and immigrant histories in both local and national 

significance. This memorial, I argue, offers a simple yet effective space for visitors to 

learn, reflect, and even find closure from the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy (something the 

town did not have the space or environment to do so in). It successfully defied attempts at 

erasing this past from collective remembrance and prompts visitors to experience this 

history, while providing the community with the space to reconcile a difficult past.  
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I frame the memorial as a “therapeutic memorial,” based on a concept coined by 

art historian Kirk Savage, who argued for a new understanding of monuments and 

memorials that pulled away from typical trends of didactic symbolism to create a space 

that is open to personal interpretation and experience. Therapeutic memorials allow for 

multiple forms of collective remembrance, eschewing the idea that viewers should 

remember or feel something specific and cohesive about a memorial.26 Therapeutic 

monuments and memorials have caused a dramatic shift in monument culture, changing 

the way one confronts the past.  

In this study, I place the Italian Hall memorial within this larger shift in 

memorialization in the US and argue that it is the memorial’s simplicity and 

effectiveness, utilizing a focal point of the old Italian Hall (something associated with the 

tragedy). that has worked to promote reconciliation, helping the town of Calumet heal 

from a tragic, long contested past. Since it’s erection, the Italian Hall Memorial has 

served as a space for memorial services and ceremonies, promoting a space appropriate 

for members of the town and visitors alike to come closer to the memorial and the 

tragedy itself. The Italian Hall Memorial is a therapeutic memorial because it reframes 

the Italian Hall Tragedy into a space more appropriate for reconciliation and healing, 

something the physical building was not apt to do.  I examine how continued efforts to 

erase this past—such as the building’s demolition— backfired, ultimately paving the way 

for a stark and powerful memorial that has proved to be more impactful than the building 

 
26 Kirk Savage, “Trauma, Healing, and the Therapeutic Monument,” Public Art Review 
(Fall/Winter 2006), 42-45; I will be using the term, “therapeutic memorial”, to talk about the 
Italian Hall Memorial in my work.  
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itself.27 

But not only has the memorial helped this small Michigan town confront and 

reconcile a painful and contested history, the Keweenaw National Historical Park has 

acted as a community partner, working to preserve and present the history of the 

Keweenaw, the Michigan copper labor strikes, and the 1913 Christmas Eve tragedy. The 

Italian Hall memorial confronts this essential local history, and the creation Keweenaw 

National Historical Park as a public history site surrounding the memorial places this 

story in the national narrative of early twentieth century labor history. 

  Shared space and memory have incredible value, and difficult histories deserve a 

space within a community to be acknowledged, commemorated, and reconciled. Difficult 

histories have the ability to teach important lessons about the past, while also trying to 

present and perhaps future events; the 1913 Italian Hall tragedy is one such lesson. Even 

though some Calumet residents, such as the city councilmembers, tried to erase part of 

the town’s past, the push to preserve even the darkest of moments prevailed, thanks to 

supporters of history throughout the town. 

Historiography 

 To best understand the Italian Hall tragedy and its aftermath in terms of collective 

 
27 Even though Kirk Savage’s term is “therapeutic monuments,” I chose to put my own twist on it 
by calling the Italian Hall Memorial a “therapeutic memorial.” Erika Doss discusses the 
definitions of memorials and monuments in her book, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in 
America. She claims that monuments have “traditionally functioned to commemorate great men 
and moments,” and memorials “remember and honor the subjects they address.” (Page 38) Now, 
Doss believes that the two terms are used to mean the same thing (p. 38). In my thesis, I attempt 
to use the term “memorial,” rather than “monument,” throughout my writing, based on Doss’ 
argument that memorials are meant for “remembrance and honor,” which is appropriate within 
the context of the Italian Hall Tragedy (p. 38).   
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memory in the Keweenaw, it is necessary to place these events in context of what 

scholars have written about public memory and commemoration, therapeutic monuments, 

and historical reconciliation.   

Public and Collective Memory 

Memory Studies is a multi-disciplinary field that encompasses topics such as 

“commemoration and monument building and general forms like tradition, myth, or 

identity.”28 A popular topic within the memory studies field is the concept of collective 

memory, which is most applicable to the research and conclusions drawn in this thesis. 

Collective Memory is a fascinating study, which broadly focuses on the reasons why 

groups of individuals remember certain memories and events and forgetting others.  

Sociologist Paul Connerton provides a theoretical explanation behind collective 

memory in his work How Societies Remember. Connerton argues that in any sort of 

group, there is always a key event joining that group together, but what tends to happen is 

that memories surrounding that moment change and vary from person-to-person.29 

Connerton explains:  

Across generations, different sets of memories, frequently in the shape of implicit 
background narratives will encounter each other; so that, although physically 
present to one another in a particular setting, the different generations may remain 
mentally and emotionally insulated, the memories of one generation locked 
irretrievably, as it were, in the brains and bodies of that generation.30  
 

 
28 Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective Memory” to 
the Historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices,” Annual Review of Sociology 24 (August 1998): 
105-106. 
29 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 3. 
30 Ibid., 3. 
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For years, the memory of the 1913 Italian Hall tragedy reflected immediate reactions and 

responses to the actual event, which locked the history and memory in a state of grief and 

denial. In line with Paul Connerton’s theory, as years passed in Calumet, the memory 

surrounding the Italian Hall tragedy clashed. This points to the decades-long day in 

commemoration and memorialization, because if the generation that directly experienced 

a traumatic event is not talking about it, or processing it, it makes sense that the 

generations to directly follow the Italian Hall tragedy would not even know where to 

start. Even though the Italian Hall still remained for years following the tragedy, people 

attempted to ignore and erase the history from memory. However, what happened instead 

was a sort of veil that was draped around the history and memory. It would be difficult to 

fully obliterate this traumatic event from history, especially with two “categories” of 

memory at odds with each other (such as the push to preserve the Italian Hall and the 

desires to demolish the building and erase its history). These issues are examined more 

broadly in scholarship about commemorating difficult histories in public spaces. 

 

Public Commemoration and Difficult Histories 

 It is challenging to fully comprehend the story of, and the commemorative trends 

for the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy without placing the story within the broader context of 

commemorative trends and challenges throughout the United States and, in some cases, 

the world. The history of monuments and memorials is intriguing and more complex than 

often understood. A memorial or monument is not just a large piece of stone displayed in 

a public setting. It is a way to commemorate a historical event, the individuals impacted 
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from that event, but memorials can also be a way to prioritize a particular narrative over 

another. The history of monuments and memorials is just as important as the structures 

themselves, but sometimes, memorials can be more effective at conveying historical 

events and the lived experiences associated with those events. In the mid-twentieth 

century, there was a noticeable shift in memorializing the past and dedicating public 

spaces to histories that were not necessarily “positive”. Lindsay Hiltunen examined the 

history and memory of the 1913 Michigan copper mining strike, and examines this idea 

of difficult histories and commemoration.  

 Published in 2014, “Seems Like Yesterday: Community Memory and the 

Michigan Copper Strike, 1913-2013” by historian Lindsay Hiltunen, takes into 

consideration all the commemorative practices in the century from the time of the strike 

to the (at that time) present. Hiltunen argues that in the “Copper Country, the narratives, 

stories, and texts created through song, heritage space, exhibits, and film purposefully 

construct and organically shape how community audiences think about what happened in 

the nine months of the strike.”31 To best support her argument, Hiltunen chooses four 

examples “to explore strike memory”32: the song “1913 Massacre” by Woody Guthrie, 

the Italian Hall and memorial site, a traveling exhibit, and the documentary “1913 

Massacre” by Ken Ross and Louis V. Galdieri. Hiltunen believes that “these pieces of 

commemoration provide unique, powerful, and relevant tools through which to examine 

 
31 Lindsay Hiltunen, “Seems Like Yesterday: Community Memory and the Michigan Copper 
Strike, 1913-2013,” Western Illinois Historical Review no. 6 (Spring 2014), 16. 
32 Ibid., 17. 
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the social memory of the strike.”33  

Commemorating and memorializing difficult histories is not confined to one 

sphere of place, such as museums or even in towns. Grappling with difficult histories has 

been a challenge of the National Park Service, which is addressed in a report conducted 

by the Organization of American Historians and the National Park Service titled 

“Imperiled Promise: The State of History in the National Park Service.” Completed in 

2011 by Anne Mitchell Whisnant, Marla R. Miller, Gary B. Nash, and David Thelen, this 

report outlines the ways in which the National Park Service has both met some of their 

goals and desires, while also giving attention and space to the areas of improvement 

needed within the government organization. “This report urges NPS to recommit to 

history as one of its core purposes and invest in building a top-flight program of historical 

research and interpretation that will foster consistently effective and integrated historic 

preservation and robust, place-based visitor engagement with history.”34 

Other scholarship focuses specifically about public space, history of 

commemoration and commemorative trends. In his book Remaking America: Public 

Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century, historian John 

Bodnar focuses on collective memory and various means of commemoration within a 

twentieth-century U.S.. In the preface of his work, Bodnar explains the initial thoughts he 

had that would later inspire him to write Remaking America: “Gradually I began to think 

that patriotism and memory might become subjects that could link the small realms of 

 
33 Ibid. 
34 Anne Mitchell Whisnant, Marla R. Miller, Gary B. Nash, and David Thelen, “Imperiled 
Promise: the State of History in the National Park Service,” (2011): Page 6.  
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ordinary people to the larger world of political structures. I think I could begin to discuss 

the concerns of ordinary people and political events at the same time.”35 Followed by an 

overview of the process behind the creation and installation of the Vietnam Veterans’ 

Memorial in Washington, D.C., Bodnar presents his argument in the first chapter, arguing 

“public memory emerges from the intersection of official and vernacular cultural 

expressions,” and “this tension between official and vernacular memory and how it was 

resolved in commemorative events forms the core of the analysis in the following 

chapters.”36 Official memory typically encapsulates the desires and memories of those in 

a higher position of power, resulting in a historical narrative that is typically 

“nationalistic” and “patriotic”.37  Official memory can be considered the popular 

narrative, the narrative that is portrayed in public spaces. Vernacular memory is the 

opposite; vernacular memory is the memory (or memories) of the ordinary person. 

Bodnar believes that “normally vernacular expressions convey what social reality feels 

like rather than what it should be like. Its very existence threatens the sacred and timeless 

nature of official expressions.”38 

Written in 1992, Bodnar’s Remaking America provides substantial context to 

the commemorative moments and practices of the 1913 Italian Hall tragedy. By 1992, the 

Italian Hall was demolished, but a team was actively planning a way to commemorate the 

Italian Hall and its complex and traumatic history. Public memory and the history 

 
35 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 
Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), xii. 
36 Ibid., 13, 20. 
37 Ibid., 13-14.  
38 Ibid.,14.  
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surrounding Italian Hall has been contested since December 25th, 1913, and Bodnar’s 

argument serves as one explanation as to one of many reasons why the history and 

commemoration of the Italian Hall and the Christmas Eve tragedy have been subject to 

unrest, erasure, and conflicting desires. 

Dolores Hayden’s work, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public 

History relates to Bodnar’s Remaking America in that it focuses on public 

commemoration and the vernacular within a shared space.39 Written in 1995, Hayden’s 

The Power of Place fits perfectly within the historiography of collective memory and 

commemorative practices and within the timeframe of commemorating the Italian Hall in 

Calumet, Michigan. In The Power of Place, Hayden argues that “the politics of identity – 

however they may be defined around gender or race or neighborhood – are an 

inescapable and important aspect of dealing with the urban built environment, from the 

perspectives of public history, urban preservation, and urban design.”40 To support her 

argument, Hayden split her book into two, distinct parts. Part One, “Claiming Urban 

Landscapes as Public History,” acts as a framework for the second part of her book, a 

case study about public places and spaces in Los Angeles. In part one, Hayden talks 

about preservation and memory, providing any necessary background information that 

can later be applied to Part Two, “Los Angeles: Public Pasts in the Downtown 

Landscape.” While Hayden’s work focuses on a large city in California, her findings do 

still apply to small, local histories like the Italian Hall in Calumet, Michigan. Hayden 

 
39 Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 1995), reviews at front of book before table of contents. 
40 Ibid., 7. 
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discusses structures present within a shared, public space and the meaning of said shared 

spaces, which directly correlates with attempts to preserve the Italian Hall, the Hall’s 

removal, and the construction of a memorial in its place.  

Grappling with difficult histories is a challenge met world-wide. In 1993, 

scholar James E. Young published his work The Texture of Memory: Holocaust 

Memorials and Meaning. Although Young’s work focuses on a completely different area 

of history, he still offers important findings about public history and the commemoration 

and memorialization of traumatic and contested pasts (in this case, the Holocaust). In his 

preface, Young argues: “the ‘art of public memory’ encompasses not just these 

memorials’ aesthetic contours, or their places in contemporary artistic discourse. It also 

includes the activity that brought them into being, the constant give and take between 

memorials and viewers, and finally the responses of viewers to their own world in light of 

a memorialized past – the consequences of memory.”41 Young recognizes that memory is 

not stagnant; it is always and always will be subject to change as societies themselves 

change.42  In order to best support his argument, Young analyzes Holocaust memorials in 

Germany, Austria, Holland, France, Poland, Israel, and America.43 

Young addresses the idea and concept of collective memory, but instead refers 

to it as “collected memory” due to the fact that memory of a traumatic event is typically 

composed of not just one collective narrative or remembrance, but of a larger and much 

 
41 James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1993), ix. 
42 Ibid., x. 
43 Ibid. 
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more complex collection of bits and pieces of peoples’ personal ties and experiences with 

said memory.44  Even though Young’s work occupies a different realm of history, the 

arguments he makes are still applicable to the memorialization of the Italian Hall and 

1913 Italian Hall tragedy. There does not have to be a single, collective, or agreed-upon 

way to remember the Italian Hall and tragedy. There is always new research, and there 

will always be different interpretations.  

Continuing the study of shared, public spaces and commemoration is Brian 

Ladd, writer of the book, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting German History in the 

Urban Landscape. While Ladd’s work focuses on public history outside of the United 

States, it contains ideas and arguments that are applicable to case studies within the 

United States, like with Italian Hall or other monuments in Washington D.C. Written in 

1997, Ladd examines public spaces in Berlin, Germany and how their purpose and 

meaning have changed over time. He argues that “the concentration of troubling 

memories, physical destruction, and renewal has made Berliners, however reluctantly, 

international leaders in exploring the links between urban form, historical preservation, 

and national identity.”45 To supplement his argument, Ladd includes six distinct chapters 

dealing with a specific “era” that the city of Berlin went through. And within each 

chapter, Ladd includes a case study focused on an area of space within the city that has 

held meaning. A building or monument might be able to display the wounds of Berlin’s 

past, but it can do little to heal or even hide them. Politicians and architects who want to 

 
44 Ibid., xi. 
45 Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting German History in the Urban Landscape 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1997), 4. 
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put to rest the ghosts of Berlin are probably doomed to failure.”46 Even though Ladd’s 

work was published in the late 1990s, it remains incredibly relevant to studies on public 

history, commemoration, and collective memory. It was during this decade that residents 

of Calumet and outside influences were working both simultaneously and collectively to 

preserve and commemorate the Italian Hall and the 1913 Italian Hall tragedy. The idea of 

a town or city having “ghosts” from its past, present in today’s environment is incredibly 

applicable to Calumet’s struggle with addressing the 1913 Italian Hall tragedy.47 In the 

documentary, “1913 Massacre,” by Ken Ross and Louis V. Galdieri, a man is 

interviewed and asked a question about why he thinks the Italian Hall was demolished. 

The man replied with one word: “ghosts.”48 

Studies on public history, commemorative practices, and memorialization 

continued into the first few years of the twenty-first century, and in this particular 

historiography begin in 2005 with historian Kirk Savage’s book Monument Wars: 

Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of the Memorial 

Landscape. According to Savage, his writing “tells the story of how that monumental 

core emerged, and in the process probes the larger question of how this core has come to 

define the nation and to change the character of national experience.”49 Specifically, 

Savage is focusing his argument and research on the capital of the United States, 

 
46 Brian Ladd, The Ghosts of Berlin: Confronting German History in the Urban Landscape, 235. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ken Ross and Louis V. Galdieri, dir. 1913 Massacre. 2013; Dreamland Pictures, 2021. 
Amazon Prime Video. 
49 Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., The National Mall, and the Transformation 
of the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 4. 
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Washington D.C, and the city’s monuments and memorials. Savage argues: 

Washington’s plans and monuments aspire to represent the essential America, 

but as they take shape on the ground, they become enmeshed in the complex 

realities of a living America. It is this interplay of aspiration and practice that 

makes the memorial landscape come alive, for in that interplay the landscape 

ceases to be a mere symbol of America and becomes an actor in the nation’s 

drama. Not only do the monuments of Washington retell the story of the nation 

but in certain times and places they change national history itself.50 

 

Savage argues that a combination of certain security protections and memorials dedicated 

to war and military service have “given the landscape a defensive posture, befitting a 

nation living under constant threat.”51 Savage’s study of Washington, D.C. is applicable 

to the study of Italian Hall and the 1913 tragedy because it explains how monuments and 

memorials can change over time. The memorial to the Italian Hall has undergone 

changes, from the rearrangement of certain parts of the memorial, interpretive edits, to 

even new additions to the memorial itself. Savage’s study is a useful case study to help 

compare and comprehend the timeline of events of memorialization and commemoration 

in Calumet, Michigan. The concept of the “therapeutic monument”, which is discussed 

earlier in this introduction, is expanded upon in an article (published one year after 

Monument Wars) titled “Trauma, Healing, and the Therapeutic Monument.” Savage 

introduces therapeutic monuments in Monument Wars, but “Trauma, Healing, and the 

Therapeutic Monument” focuses specifically on the concept. A therapeutic monument 

 
50 Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., The National Mall, and the Transformation 
of the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 11. 
51 Ibid., 297. 
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has the ability to “frame questions rather than answers, still leaving room for 

understanding to evolve.”52 To support his argument, Savage includes several examples 

of monuments in the United States that could be considered therapeutic monuments, like 

the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial or the 9/11 Memorial. Savage’s work is relevant to the 

case in Calumet, Michigan, because the entire Italian Hall Memorial park can be 

considered a therapeutic memorial. In the “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall 

Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” prepared by Wells Resources, Inc. from Fort 

Collins, Colorado, an interviewee for the project mentions the new addition to the Italian 

Hall Memorial could be modeled after the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial in Washington, 

D.C, which is one of the main examples Savage uses to talk about therapeutic 

memorials.53 John Bodnar talks about the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in his book, 

Remaking America, and draws attention to the process of creating the new memorial and 

the “types” of memory that emerge from this process: official and vernacular memory.  

Methodology 

In the mid-twentieth century, the United States experienced a wave of social 

movements and reforms, international conflicts, and even changes in studying and 

presenting history. In the 1970s, the United States experienced what scholars call “a 

memory boom.”54 Jeffrey K. Click, Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Daniel Levy explain 

 
52 Kirk Savage, “Trauma, Healing, and the Therapeutic Monument,” in Terror, Culture, Politics: 
Rethinking 9/11, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Terry Nardin (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2006), 45.  
53 Wells Resources, Inc., “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, 
Michigan,” (January 2001): 32, 39.   
54 Jeffrey K. Click, Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Daniel Levy, ed., The Collective Memory 
Reader (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 3. 
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that a “decline of utopian visions supposedly redirected our gaze to collective pasts, 

which served as a repository of inspiration for repressed identities and unfulfilled 

claims.”55 Eventually, this change in thinking led to “a commodification of nostalgia, a 

popularization of history, and an interest in ‘memory,’ both individual and collective.”56 

The social movements the United States experienced during this decade unveiled the 

importance in official preservation and commemoration efforts of past and current 

moments so future generations would have the opportunity to reflect and learn about 

what was collectively considered worthy of remembrance.  

 The Memory Boom positively impacted academics and created a pivotal, new 

discipline within the history field. In 1975, historians Robert Kelley and G. Wesley 

Johnson discovered history “is essential in every kind of immediate, practical 

situation.”57 Kelley and Johnson created Public History. Public History is the study of 

history and the application of the discipline in spaces outside of the classroom, and 

Kelley refers to this as “bring[ing] in the dimensions of time.”58 Since the events taking 

place in the mid-twentieth century were new and quite frankly unprecedented, Kelley and 

Johnson recognized the need for a discipline that would keep up with the changing times. 

“In time,” Kelley says, “Americans would grow used to the sight of historians at work in 

the decision making process as historians, bringing their particular method of analysis 

and explanation to bear upon points at issue, just as public administrators, economists, 

 
55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid., 4. 
57 Robert Kelley, “Public History: Its Origins, Nature, and Prospects,” The Public Historian 1, no. 
1 (Fall 1978): 17,19. 
58 Ibid., 16. 
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engineers, attorneys, and other professionals have brought their expertise into policy 

making and are now established fixtures in that process.”59 The impacts of the Memory 

Boom were felt throughout the United States, and Calumet, Michigan was no exception 

to that.  

 Public History is the main methodological approach utilized in the research, 

writing, and drafting stages of my work. The disciplines of history and public history are 

closely linked. Historians and Public Historians are both taught how to practice and 

utilize historical method, meaning they both “place their work within the context of what 

we already know and make efforts to contribute to that knowledge by using sources that 

have not been used before, by asking new questions or familiar sources, or by using 

sources in novel ways.”60 Where Historians and Public Historians differ, are through their 

audiences, who they work with, and how they process their work.61 Public Historians 

work with a wide array of audiences, and typically share their findings with people inside 

and outside the academic world, interact with stakeholders (the groups of people that 

have invested interest in the history at hand), and analyze their methods to decide what 

works best and what can be improved for next time.62 Public History is a discipline 

centered in how history and how varying groups of people interact with one another.  

Methods 

 As a Public Historian, I used visual analysis to analyze the Italian Hall memorial. 

 
59 Robert Kelley, “Public History: Its Origins, Nature, and Prospects,” The Public Historian 1, no. 
1 (Fall 1978): 20. 
60 Lyon, Nix, and Shrum, “Introducing Public History,” page 2.  
61 Ibid., 2-3.  
62 Ibid.  
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Memorials are not just public structures or spaces that blend into the background but are 

purposeful in their design and build as well as their use by public audiences after the 

memorial reached completion. All of these aspects are discussed in this thesis, primarily 

in chapter three. All research was conducted and collected by me at the Keweenaw 

National Historical Park, Italian Hall Memorial site, the Keweenaw National Historical 

Park archives, Michigan Technological University Archives and Copper Country 

Historical Collections, and other locations throughout the Keweenaw Peninsula. I 

compiled a collection of both primary and secondary sources including government 

documents, photographs, reports, and oral history interviews. When I conducted Oral 

History interviews, I made sure to utilize Oral History Best Practices to ensure 

professionality with my interview subjects and interview content. The main oral history 

interview content I reference throughout this thesis was conducted by me in an interview 

with Reverend Robert Langseth. Reverend Langseth was one of the several individuals 

instrumental in establishing the Keweenaw National Historical Park in Calumet, 

Michigan. Jo Holt, the Keweenaw National Historical Park historian, was present for this 

interview and participated by asking the interviewee questions, as well. The Italian Hall 

Memorial itself is imperative as a source. Using visual analysis, I examined the memorial 

for qualities such as design and build, materials used to construct the memorial, 

placement, history, public response, and public use. 

 

Chapter Outline 

This thesis is comprised of four chapters, along with an introduction, conclusion, 
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bibliography, and a timeline of relevant events.63 Chapter one, The Keweenaw in 

Context, dives into contextual information about Keweenaw Peninsula history, which 

includes a look at mining, immigrant, and labor history.64 Mining, immigrant, and labor 

histories are examined through a national perspective that took place during the same 

time frame as the local context. Examining local and national histories of this time period 

confirms the relevance the 1913 Tragedy has to both local and national labor narratives.  

Chapter two, “The Strike, the Tragedy, the Erasure,” shifts focus back to Calumet, 

as I examine the 1913 Michigan copper miners’ strike, the tragedy at the Italian Hall that 

same year, and conclude by examining the aftereffects of trauma in the community. Most 

importantly, this chapter analyzes the erasure of the Christmas Eve tragedy, and the 

reasons why the memories of the event faded away from collective memory. The events 

of the 1913 tragedy were contested, and not every detail from that night could be sorted 

out. To this day, no one is one hundred percent sure who yelled “FIRE” that night at the 

party. Townspeople were mourning loved ones and were frightened, and soon after their 

dead were laid to rest, they left town and took their memories of that Christmas Eve night 

with them.65  It was not that people did not want to forget, it was that few people 

remained in town that actually experienced the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy. Chapter two 

shows what happens when traumatic histories are excluded from collective remembrance 

and argues for the need to preserve all pasts while also analyzing the need for a memorial 

 
63 A timeline at the beginning of the thesis serves as a useful reference tool.  
64 “Take a Trip With Me” is the first line of Guthrie’s song, “1913 Massacre”. Lyrics can be 
found at the link here: https://www.woodyguthrie.org/Lyrics/Nineteen_Thirteen_Massacre.htm 
65 Michael F. Wendland, “The Calumet Tragedy,” article accessed from Keweenaw National 
Historical Park Archives and Collections, page 48. 
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space to help residents reflect and reconcile.  

Chapter three, “A Phoenix Rises from the Dust: The Italian Hall Memorial,” 

centers on the creation of the Italian Hall Memorial in Calumet. Additionally, chapter 

three discusses the community efforts to protect and preserve Italian Hall and the 

building’s demolition.  The Italian Hall memorial, which is arguably a therapeutic 

memorial of simple yet effective design, provided the space townspeople needed decades 

before to help with the healing process. The building itself did not allow for 

remembrance, preservation, and reconciliation, but a memorial provided a clean slate and 

a fresh way to view this part of the town’s past.  

Chapter four, “A Nationally Historic Addition: the Keweenaw National Historical 

Park,” wraps up this study with an analysis of the creation of a National Park Service 

branch in Calumet: the Keweenaw National Historical Park. I examine the NPS 

partnership with the community, and the role it takes in preserving and presenting the 

stories of early twentieth-century labor history and the Italian Hall tragedy. The creation 

and implementation of a national organization speaks to Calumet’s significance and place 

within the national labor story and solidifies the 1913 Tragedy and memorial in the 

national story, as well.66 Then-director Roger Kennedy was recorded saying that the 

Keweenaw National Historical park was “a graphic and powerful manifestation of the 

reasons for the labor movement in the U.S.”67 The Keweenaw National Historical Park 

 
66 “TO: Commission Members RE: Friends of the Italian Hall from Bob Langseth,” “Friends of 
the Italian Hall Transfer their properties to the Advisory Commission of the Keweenaw National 
Historical Park, September 25, 2009. Page 5.  
67 Ibid. Note: Langseth included this quote in his correspondence, and the quote was previously 
published in the Daily Mining Gazette on September 13, 1994.  
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partners with the town of Calumet and assists in telling the story of the 1913 Tragedy, but 

does not claim ownership of this history. In my conclusion, I provide an overview of the 

significant points derived from my research and look to the future of the monument and 

the park, including a discussion about Sites of Conscience and how the Italian Hall 

Memorial site can function as a Site of Conscience.  

Sites of Conscience are sites and spaces of history and memory (including 

museums, parks, monuments, architecture, and memorials) that are recognized by the 

International Coalition of Sites of Conscience as significant locations that can, and 

should, be utilized to connect past to present and prevent erasure “in order to foster more 

just and humane societies today.”68 Sites of Conscience are intended to invite all people 

into an important historical space, typically one that has a dark history, and promote some 

sort of learning and discussion that shows individuals why such a history still matters in 

the present. Some Public Historians have considered some Sites of Conscience as 

“dedicated to serving as tangible evidence of histories ignored, of histories relegated, of 

histories often more conveniently forgotten.”69 

The Keweenaw National Historical Park has been designated as a site of conscience 

by the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience, but based on the organization’s 

definition, the park as a whole (which encompasses a wide array of narratives) does not 

meet the criteria.70 However, I argue the Italian Hall Memorial has great merit as a Site of 

 
68 https://www.sitesofconscience.org/about-us/about-us/ 
69 Sarah Pharaon, Sally Roesch Wagner, Barbara Lau and Maria Jose Balana Cabellero, “Safe 
Containers for Dangerous Memories,” The Public Historian 37, no. 2 (May 2015): 62.  
70 I cannot find a date for when the Keweenaw National Historical Park became a member of the 
International Coalition of Sites of Conscience.  
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Conscience and propose in my conclusion ways in which the monument can function as a 

site of conscience, including Calumet village partners holding presentations or 

discussions about the tragedy, the memorial, and how issues that effected the Copper 

Country back in the 1910s impacts the world around them today. Doing so has the 

potential to help locals understand the relevance past events have for years to come.  
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Chapter 1 

“Let me tell you a Copper Story”: The Keweenaw in Context 

The Keweenaw Peninsula is a region with a rich, multi-faceted history. While many 

different stories make up the identity of the region, the history of mining, immigration, 

and labor movements throughout the Keweenaw provide the most suitable framework for 

understanding the before, during, and after of the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy. This 

particular era of history involved copper mining, a long-standing field of work in the 

Keweenaw that was carried out by different immigrant populations, who sparked labor 

movements throughout the Upper Michigan Peninsula. Calumet pastor Reverend Robert 

Langseth put it best when he met members of the Senate in an effort to establish a branch 

of the National Park Service in Calumet: “Let me tell you a copper story.”71 The history 

of the Keweenaw is, above all, both a grand and complex story of copper. To understand 

the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy and labor movements is to understand the story of copper.  

Copper is a valuable mineral within the Keweenaw, putting the region on the map and 

within people’s sights. Before European settlement, Native American tribes living in the 

Keweenaw discovered the mineral, and worked in mines between 1200 and 1500 AD.72 

Archaeologists even discovered “charred wood samples from 1400 BCE at ancient 

mining sites on Isle Royale amid evidence of primitive mining.”73 The Keweenaw 

Peninsula was so abundant with copper, “archaeologist John Halsey concluded that 

 
71 Robert Langseth interviewed by Emily Martinsen, Aug. 13, 2021.  
72 Arthur W. Thurner, Strangers and Sojourners, 19-20. 
73 Arthur W. Thurner, Strangers and Sojourners, 19. 
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nearly all of the copper used by prehistoric Native Americans in the east probably came 

from Michigan’s Keweenaw Peninsula.”74 Keweenaw Copper was nationally known and 

nationally used. The year 1840 proved to be an important year, because a man named 

“Douglass Houghton, with a party of surveyors, geologists, and mapmakers, examined 

deposits of copper in the Keweenaw Peninsula, foreshadowing the copper ‘rush’ of the 

mid-1840s.”75 The copper industry quickly grew into a complex, profitable business 

controlled by important investors on the east coast of the United States giving way to 

mining companies like Calumet & Hecla.76 Alexander Agassiz was in charge of Calumet 

& Hecla, and according to Alison K. Hoagland, he helped “turn C&H into the most 

profitable company in the region, producing more than half of all Copper Country 

dividends over a century.”77 

Copper giants, like Calumet & Hecla, had a say in just about every aspect of the town 

and its people. Alison K. Hoagland explains in her work, Mine Towns: Buildings for 

Workers in Michigan’s Copper Country, the draw folks had towards “C&H”: The pay 

was reasonable, jobs were available, and employees had benefits in various forms of 

housing, schools, and other public spaces.78 The design of the town itself was purposeful, 

with the mining offices at what was once the town center, surrounded by a school, a 

library, public bathing rooms, and homes. Hoagland explains that this design allowed 

Calumet & Hecla to implement a sense of corporate paternalism throughout the company 

 
74 Arthur W. Thurner, Strangers and Sojourners, 20. 
75 Arthur W. Thurner, Strangers and Sojourners, 34. 
76 Alison K. Hoagland, Mine Towns, xi. 
77 Alison K. Hoagland, Mine Towns, xiii. 
78 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xiii. 
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and the town itself.79 

Corporate Paternalism was an appealing draw to workers both locally and 

internationally. When the mining industry was first taking root in the Keweenaw, it was 

common for mining companies to search for workers living abroad, as the Keweenaw 

was not fully inhabited.80 Immigrants moving to the United States needed a firm reason 

to make the life-changing journey, and usually the offer of housing and employment were 

enough, and Calumet & Hecla offered both. “In 1870 57 percent of Houghton County’s 

population was foreign-born, making it the county with the third-greatest number of 

ethnic groups in the country.”81 Some immigrant populations, such as the Cornish, knew 

how to mine from previous employment back in England, and brought with them the 

knowledge and skill needed to perform their jobs and to benefit the mining companies.82 

Many immigrant groups made up the general population of Calumet. Mentioned 

before, Cornish men were prominent within the mines, but they were not the only ethnic 

group represented throughout the area. Most, if not all of the immigrant population in 

Calumet was European born. Germans, Irish, French-Canadians, Finns, Slovenians, and 

Croatians all called the Keweenaw home.83 There was even a noticeable Italian 

immigrant population in Calumet, as well.  Immigrant life was clearly reflected 

throughout the fabric of the town; there were different churches for various ethnic groups 

as well as meeting spaces, like the Italian Hall (or, as it was known as, Italian Benevolent 

 
79 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xiii. 
80 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xi. 
81 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xi. 
82 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xi. 
83 Hoagland, Mine Towns, xi. 
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Society). Not only were these folks miners, they were labor activists too. Gary Kaunonen 

and Aaron Goings write about labor movements in Community in Conflict: A Working-

Class History of the 193-1914 Michigan Copper Strike and the Italian Hall Tragedy, 

highlighting the notable roles immigrant populations played in unionizing, “labor and 

left-wing publications,” and throughout the businesses and spaces they owned.84 Many 

immigrant groups used their voices and collective beliefs to harbor change. Kaunonen 

and Goings tell of the “Red Flag Parade,” a demonstration and parade on July 28, 1907, 

where “hundreds marched through the streets of Hancock in violation of a municipal 

ordinance forbidding the ‘carrying or exhibiting the red flag of anarchy or any flag or 

symbol representing anarchy, or teaching against or toward the destruction of the 

organized government of the United States’.”85 Similar outspoken activism would take 

place years later, especially during the 1913-1914 Michigan Copper Miners’ Strike, 

which was led by many different ethnic groups and was led, in part, by the young wife of 

a Slavic immigrant miner named Annie Clemenc.86 Annie, or “Big Annie” as she was 

commonly referred to, was a fierce advocate for labor rights, the leader of the local 

Women’s Auxiliary, and was often seen at the head of strike parades holding an 

American Flag.87 Women’s labor organizations took shape throughout the Keweenaw 

and had a valuable impact on the trajectory of the labor movement throughout the region 

(and even the nation). The Western Federation of Miners’ Hancock Ladies’ Auxiliary 

 
84 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 45. 
85 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 45-46. 
86 Lyndon Comstrock, Annie Clemenc and the Great Copper Strike, 5. 
87 Lyndon Comstock, Annie Clemenc and the Great Copper Strike, 6. 
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Local #5 was created on April 19, 1911 and was actually one of the first groups of its 

kind to band with the WFM.88 Annie Clemenc was a part of the WFM Calumet Local 

#15 which was created in the summer of 1913.89Annie and other women that were a part 

of the Women’s Auxiliary organized the 1913 Christmas Eve Celebration and were 

subsequently present during the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy. However, to best comprehend 

the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy it is necessary to examine the origins of labor movements 

and the Michigan Copper Miners’ Strike.90 

Unionization began years before the 1913-1914 Michigan Copper Miners’ Strike, 

through the creation of eighteen Knights of Labor groups between the years 1885 and 

1888.91 The purpose behind the creation of Knights of Labor perfectly reflects those in 

support of the Copper Miners’ Strike because “the Knights sought to create a class-

conscious industrial union movement, one that drew in the entire working class: men and 

women regardless of race, ethnicity, or skill.”92  The Knights were in support of 

unionizing all workers, thus appealing to all workers. There wasn’t an exclusion of one 

immigrant group or another. Regardless of one’s past, the Knights knew how crucial 

workers’ rights were, and felt that was enough to create a large, union organization. In the 

early twentieth century, union organizations gained exceptional traction throughout the 
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movements throughout the Keweenaw and make connections to large-scale labor movements 
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evidence that supports the argument of Calumet’s national significance to twentieth-century 
United States labor history.  
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Keweenaw. From 1902 to 1903, “the number of Copper Country unions reported in a 

canvass of organized labor in Baraga, Calumet, Hancock, and Houghton ballooned from 

zero to eleven, with the number of union members growing from none to 290,”93 and “by 

1908, everyone from miners to barbers and from carpenters to store clerks had 

unionized.”94 However, there was a slight catch. Prior to the 1913-1914 strike, mining 

was “only partially unionized.”95 The fact mining companies were not fully unionized at 

this point is one compelling reason for the 1913-1914 strike; unions were beneficial 

organizations that allowed employees to voice their concerns, requests, and even 

demands to employers, some of which included a call for a shorter work day, better pay, 

safer working conditions, as well as protections from layoffs and pay decreases.96 In the 

few years leading up to the 1913-1914 strike, Kaunonen and Goings report of more 

ethnic immigrant groups joining, and leading union organizations, and in fact, “anti-

unionists” used the rise of immigrant participation in labor activism as so-called 

reasoning for beliefs that “unionism, radicalism, and labor militancy were all ‘imported’ 

from outside the region by ‘aliens’ who were not part of the Copper Country 

community.”97 This “reasoning, though, wasn’t based in logic but in bias because “By 

1910 immigrants and their children represented 89 percent of the population of 

Houghton, Keweenaw, and Ontonagon Counties, and thus immigrants were significant 
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parts of the community.”98 Recall the goal of the Knights of Columbus, their desire to 

unite all, despite backgrounds.99 Reverend Robert Langseth confirms this, adding in his 

oral history interview with myself at the Keweenaw National Historical Park, that the 

stories of immigrants who settled in the Keweenaw make up a significant portion of this 

copper story.100 Without such stories, or contributions, the history of the Keweenaw 

would have disappeared.  

Conditions slowly worsened for miners, as companies continued to impose strict rules 

and regulations on their business, employees, and spaces outside of the professional 

sphere. Those in power over the mining companies, like Calumet & Hecla, were strongly 

against any sort of unionization, despite any claims that they supported such groups.101 

The actions of mine bosses were rather sneaky; Kaunonen and Goings report that James 

MacNaughton, the man in charge of Calumet & Hecla, along with other individuals 

would send out “labor spies,” and ultimately “fire and blacklist unionists, particularly the 

Finnish-and Italian-speaking workers who frequently performed the long, difficult, and 

dangerous work necessary to unionize.”102 In addition, since the mining companies 

offered housing and other public spaces to its employees, there was a risk of losing your 

home and other resources: “The threat of the company exerting its privilege through 

eviction of company-house tenants, through declining to recompense injured workers, 

through interference in school curricula, or through myriad other ways was always there, 
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though, and that is the power of corporate control.”103 Not only was there talk of 

repercussions, there was plenty of follow through action too. Kaunonen and Goings 

explain how violence was never, truly out of the question when it came to quashing 

strikes and it was not uncommon in the years leading up to, and during the 1913-1914 

Michigan Copper Miners’ Strike.104 Kaunonen and Goings note the Industrial Workers of 

the World (IWW, or “Wobblies”), who were most often the must subjected to harassment 

and violence throughout the United States, not just regionally.105 Even after the Italian 

Hall tragedy in Calumet, violence and murder within labor uprisings throughout the 

United States still remained. Most commonly known is the Ludlow Massacre in Ludlow, 

Colorado. Miners’ families, primarily women and children, were killed after their tents 

were set on fire by soldiers working for the mining companies.106 Mother Bloor 

reconciles with the fact that she will “never forget the despair and agony on the parents’ 

faces on the awful day of the funeral when the thirteen little children, victims not only of 

John D. Rockefeller, but of the government of the state of Colorado, were buried.”107 

Arguably, conditions within mining work changed throughout the United States in 

1905 because, according to historian Larry Lankton, Calumet & Hecla decided that 

sharing “employment and wage information” with other labor organizations would 

“‘open the door to the creation of a united front of mining companies, standing shoulder 
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to shoulder against labor’.”108 Calumet & Hecla’s choice to share this information 

brought the mining company out of Calumet, and impacted other organizations 

nationwide, showcasing the validity behind arguing this story has national standing and 

significance.  Kaunonen and Goings discuss similarities across the nation, in regards to 

early twentieth century labor history and activism, arguing that “most of the key features 

of Copper Country labor relations, including important aspects of the 1913-1914 strike, 

were not unique to the region, but part of much larger historical trends sweeping across 

industrial America.”109 Both men consider these themes to be “anti-unionism, political 

progressivism and socialism, and corporate paternalism,” but the role of immigrant 

populations and labor uprisings must be included in the list of similar historical trends 

too.110 

From a National Perspective 

Copper was just one of many valuable goods and minerals that was turned into a 

profitable empire within the United States. Coal mining was a booming business and was 

necessary to power factories and railroads. Historian and Assistant Professor of History 

Thomas G. Andrews writes about the role that coal played throughout the United States 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with a particular focus on the ways in 

which the Ludlow Massacre is preserved in public memory. Talking about the national 

impact of the coal empire, he says “fossil fuels simultaneously liberated Westerners from 

the previously insuperable constraints of aridity and geographic isolation and rendered 
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them utterly dependent on coal supplies over which they had little control.”111 Coal 

powered cities, railroads, mines, steel factories, and farms; it powered society.112 With 

the construction of such a crucial empire came a myriad of problems that additionally led 

to unionization, uprisings, and violent moments, much like the development of the copper 

mining empire in the Keweenaw. Kaunonen and Goings allude to such similarities, 

arguing that the 1913-14 Michigan copper mining strike and 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy 

reflect infamous events like the fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory and the Ludlow 

Massacre in Colorado.113  

Much like copper mining in the Keweenaw, coal mining in Colorado needed a large 

work force to insure the overall success and profitability of the corporation.114 Andrews 

explains how “operators initially preferred to hire experienced craft colliers from Britain 

and the eastern United States,” but “from the 1880s, onward, though, mine owners 

increasingly turned to less experienced workers from labor hinterlands that stretched 

from the Hispanic plazas of southern Colorado to the distant countryside of southern and 

Eastern Europe, as well as northeast Asia.”115 Ironically, coal mining bosses assumed 

their workers would not get along due to a difference in demographics, but they were 

wrong in their beliefs as the miners almost always took hold of opportunities to join 

together, unionize, and fight for fair rights within their jobs.116 The Keweenaw had a 
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large immigrant population, with many different ethnic populations (like Finish, Cornish, 

and Italian) working long and dangerous days in the mines. These ethnic groups joined 

together in strike for better wages, working conditions, and union recognition, and the 

strikers of the Colorado coal mines joined together to fight for better rights and 

opportunities and for “the culture of opposition,” according to Thomas Andrews.117 Like 

the Keweenaw copper miners, Colorado coal miners joined together by unionizing and 

striking, all throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In fact, a notable 

striking period in Colorado took place from 1913-1914, exactly like the Michigan Copper 

Miners’ Strike in the Keweenaw.118  

Further comparing and contextualizing the Michigan Copper Mining, the 1913-1914 

strike, and the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy is an infamous event that took place at Ludlow, 

Colorado: The Ludlow Massacre. Kaunonen and Goings explain how the Ludlow 

Massacre and Italian Hall Tragedy are similar, mostly because these were two long 

striking periods that had violent repercussions.119 

Much like the Michigan strike, the “Colorado Coalfield Wars”120 (as Thomas 

Andrews refers to them as) were several different periods of labor unionization, unrest, 

and violence, and had also taken place from 1913-1914.121 Thomas Andrews explains 

that in general, the Colorado Coalfield War was “the deadliest strike in the history of the 

United States,” due to “seven months of shootouts and assassinations, executions and 
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ambushes.”122 The violence would reach its peak on April 20, 1914: Colorado 

mineworkers and militiamen and national guardsmen engaged in relentless, deadly 

warfare at the Ludlow mining camp in Colorado, which the massacre would later be 

referred to as.123 

Miners and families who lived at Ludlow felt as they were living under constant 

surveillance, as the community “was in an open field, surrounded on three sides by 

railroad bridges, where state soldiers were stationed watching every movement.”124 

Mother Bloor, who was not only witness to the Italian Hall Tragedy on December 24, 

1913, but the Ludlow Massacre as well, remembers how soldiers would occasionally let 

off a sort of warning shot at whomever stood guard at Ludlow, and one day, the soldiers 

shot and killed a young boy.125 Families were worried about their safety, so one day, 

those who lived at the settlement decided to dig a hiding shelter underneath some of the 

tents where children and a pregnant mother could hide out and stay safe.126 Mother Bloor 

recalls what happened that night: 

 
That night the soldiers waiting until all the miners were asleep. They stole around the 
colony and soaked the bottoms of the tents with kerosene. Then they applied a match 
and there was a great burst of flame. The miners and their wives came running out of 
their tents, but there was a roaring wall of fire between them and the thirteen children 
and the pregnant woman in the cave. As they climbed out of the cave and before they 
could fight their way out of the blazing tent, the soldiers on the bridges started firing 
their Gatling guns. All the children who had been placed for safety in the cave were 
killed - not by the fire, but by the bullets of the soldiers.127 
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Capitalistic desires of big businesses created a great divide between bosses and 

workers, often losing sight of the very fact that many just desired to safely earn a living 

and support themselves and their loved ones. Woody Guthrie says it best, and sings in his 

famous labor-ballad, “1913 Massacre,” “See what your greed for money has done.”128  

Thomas Andrews discusses how Ludlow could be given “a place alongside Haymarket, 

Homestead, and Pullman in the annals of desperate struggle between Labor and Capital 

over who would bear the burdens and reap the rewards of American industrialization.”129  

National comparisons do not stop here, however. Colorado coal miners impacted by the 

horrific events at Ludlow constructed a public memorial dedicated to Ludlow Massacre 

victims. It is surprising that a memorial was constructed so quickly following the Ludlow 

Massacre (considering the time frame the Italian Hall went through), considering that 

memorializing victims of tragedies was not commonplace.  Calumet was not the only 

town that was impacted by tragedy and controversy and was not the only town that went 

through a process to ensure proper preservation and commemoration of their past. Thus, 

local, and national significance and similarities include mining and labor, immigration, 

unionization, and moments of facing tragedy and working to preserve it for years to 

come.  
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 It was just four months after the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy when the Ludlow 

Massacre took place, and according to Bloor, “the murder of these children seemed too 

much to bear. I shall never forget the despair and agony on the parents’ faces on the 

awful day of the funeral when the thirteen little children, victims not only of John D. 

Rockefeller, but of the government of the state of Colorado, were buried.”130 

 In 1918, the United Mine Workers of America constructed a memorial to the Ludlow 

Massacre victims.131 The memorial is a tall granite pillar, with a miner, woman, and child 

 
130 Bloor, We are Many, 133. 
131 “Preservation work at the Ludlow Massacre site revealed hidden symbols. They’ll never 
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Figure 2. “Ludlow Monument Granite Sculpture.” 
(Photo courtesy of Kelly Michals, Flickr, 2013) 
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positioned at the foot of the memorial. The pillar has ornate designs and carvings at the 

top, and the pillar of Greek influence. The etching on the pillar gives a brief dedication to 

those killed in the Ludlow Massacre.132 There is an inscription on the back of the 

memorial that provides more detail, and context, of the massacre, along with a placard 

listing the victims’ names.133 The memorial stands at the actual location of the Ludlow 

Massacre; the “pit”, as many refer to it as, where women and children were hiding from 

National Guardsmen, is a component of the memorial landscape.134 Building the 

memorial at the location of the terrible events at the Ludlow mining camp is powerful 

and impactful, because it places the person visiting the space at the actual location of the 

event being memorialized. It’s almost as if the viewer is given the space to experience the 

reactions and emotions of the event in real-time, they are not reading about the event, 

hundreds of miles away.  

 Looking at commemorative and memorializing trends in the twentieth century, it’s 

quite fascinating to learn about how a group of miners impacted by the Ludlow Massacre 

erected a memorial to a traumatic event, when the norm was constructing public spaces 

that displayed victorious, historical moments. Additionally, the time frame in which the 

memorial was built is striking when comparing the Ludlow Massacre and 1913 Italian 

Hall Tragedy. The Ludlow Massacre Memorial was built four years after the massacre, 
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but it took about seven decades to erect a memorial for the Italian Hall Tragedy. A factor 

that suggests why a memorial was constructed so quickly in Ludlow, in comparison to 

Calumet, is that there was a clear answer to who killed the striking miners and their 

families.135 In October 1913, the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company demanded Colorado 

governor Elias Ammons dispatch Colorado national guard troops to the mines and 

encampments.136 Conflict remained throughout the remainder of the year, and into 1914. 

In the early months of the new year, a trial was held “as a federal grand jury indicted 

twenty-five members of the United Mine Workers for ‘maintaining a monopoly of labor’ 

and ‘conspiring in the restraint of trades’… no charges of any kind were brought against 

the mine owners or the ‘security’ forces supporting them.”137  

 In April 1914, Governor Ammons started to remove the Colorado National Guard 

troops, and one guard troop was left; soon, another group of “troops” formed which 

consisted of “130 mine guards, pit foremen, sheriff’s deputies, and vigilantes.”138 Later 

that month, the Ludlow Massacre erupted and resulted in what is known as “the Ten 

Days’ War.”139 Dozens of newspapers reported of the fighting, in which “it was, in fact, 

the newspapers reporting the events of April 20 that dubbed it a ‘massacre.’”140 Many 

newspaper articles reports exuded a sense of compassion for striking miners and their 
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families.141 After the Ten Days’ War, fighting to some extent still took place, even 

though an agreement to stop the war was signed by both the strikers and the mine 

bosses.142 Similarities between Ludlow and Calumet involve what happened following 

each tragic event, with reasonings to “keep quiet” about what happened due to local and 

national events taking place around this time such as “the Bolshevik Revolution the 

brutal suppression of strikes in southern Colorado and across the nation in 1919, the 

ascension of ‘100 percent Americanism’ and Klan rule in Colorado.”143 Maybe the 

Ludlow Massacre Memorial was constructed out of the desire to bring this tragic and 

controversial history out into the open again for fear of the silence surrounding the 

Colorado coal mining strikers to be a permanent action.  

In his work Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in 

the Twentieth Century, historian John Bodnar offers two different categories of memory: 

official memory, which is the type of memory and story crafted by those in a governing 

body or position of power, and vernacular memory, which is the type of memory created 

by a “social reality.”144 Additionally, Bodnar explains how patriotism dominated public 

spaces of memory and commemoration in the Midwest, due in part to “the expanding 

power of government.”145 While Colorado is not considered a Midwest state, the idea 

that patriotic symbolism and spaces was not confined to this United States region only. 
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The memorial to the Ludlow Massacre victims could be viewed as a patriotic memorial, 

however, the very fact this memorial was erected in memory of a terrible, tragic massacre 

was out of the ordinary for the trends at the time (memorializing tragedies and 

controversies was not a public act until after World War II). Memorials to tragedies were 

not commonplace at the time of the Ludlow Massacre, so perhaps the drive to preserve 

the memory of those who were murdered during this event is what prompted union 

members to build this memorial at the time they did, even though remembering 

something so terrible and controversial was not common practice. It was as though the 

Colorado miners knew how important it was to commemorate those who were killed, 

because having a memorial to such a traumatic event potentially provided a sense of 

closure and finality to the horrors and could usher in any efforts to reconcile. Kirk Savage 

introduces the concept of the therapeutic monument, an incredibly important type of 

monument or memorial that rethinks how we utilize public space and practice 

commemorative efforts. The therapeutic monument, or memorial, “must invent a new 

kind of meaning that embraces both the reality of individual suffering and the collective 

significance of that suffering.146 The Ludlow Massacre memorial is a therapeutic 

memorial, and further solidifies the similarities of national significance between the 

Ludlow Massacre and the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy. This discussion of national 

importance works to contextualize the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy, because it showcases 

how similar events have gained national recognition. The Italian Hall Tragedy, and 

accompanying memorial, are deserving of, and do hold both local and national 
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significance and importance. However, this national status did not take place 

immediately, and the road to memorialization was quite long and at times difficult, as 

erasure of this event was almost the finality of its memory. 
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Chapter 2 
 

The Strike, the Tragedy, the Erasure 
 

 
The Keweenaw and its history have a strong connection to the rest of the United 

States, in terms of its relevance within the early twentieth century labor history story, and 

developments in new ways of memorialization throughout the United States. Both 

Kaunonen and Goings agree that the 1913-1914 strike has important standing within the 

history of the United States, but it “has not penetrated the national consciousness.”147 

“Regardless of its exclusion from twenty-first century general U.S. and labor history 

texts,” Kaunonen and Goings say, “the Copper Country Strike was without question 

among the most significant labor conflicts during a decade full of labor militancy, 

political radicalism, and antilabor violence.”148 Kaunonen and Goings’ argument has 

some validity; if the Michigan strike was a major component to the greater labor struggle, 

why is it not included in history books? However, just because it is not included in most 

texts, does not mean it has not permeated the greater, national story.  

In this chapter, I discuss the 1913-1914 Michigan Copper Miners’ strike, including a 

discussion on conditions that lead to the strike, what happened during the strike, and the 

Christmas Eve celebration that ended in horrific tragedy. Following details of the event, I 

enter into a discussion about the aftereffects of the Italian Hall tragedy and argue ideas as 

to why the memory of this event started to dissipate so quickly. The impact that the 1913-
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1914 Michigan Copper Miners’ strike had outside of Michigan is without question, and 

the turmoil and fear experienced after the Italian Hall Tragedy, influenced well-known 

activist Woody Guthrie (a radical artist and activist), to write a song about the event. 

Despite attempts to ignore and erase the events of the Italian Hall Tragedy from memory, 

the memory still prevailed throughout several decades due to a crucial shift in how 

difficult histories are remembered, contested, grappled with, and memorialized. I argue 

citizens remaining in Calumet did not know how to face their trauma publicly, because 

doing so was not the norm. Citizens needed an avenue to reflect and reconcile, and any 

space was not available or appropriate to do so.   

The Strike 

It is clear how discontent Keweenaw miners became with their work. As companies 

gained popularity and product was in demand, workers’ requests began to mount with 

seemingly little give from their bosses. Ella Reeve Bloor, commonly referred to as 

Mother Bloor, recalls in her autobiography, We are Many: An Autobiography by Ella 

Reeve Bloor, the incredibly firm pushback the miners received from their bosses: 

 
At the time of the strike, the Calumet and Hecla stockholders were receiving 400 per 

cent dividends. The wages of the workers were unbelievably low, under a dollar a 

day. Mr. Watson, the ruthless manager, received a salary of $125,000 a year. When 

the miners presented their demands to Mr. Watson, he tore them up. The company 

organized  deputies, called in the state police, and imported 1,700 Waddell-Mahon 

detectives who were deputized. Miners were killed and their women outraged. The 

bosses formed a Citizens’ Alliance, to which the businessmen of the town and their 
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wives belonged.149 

 
The list of requests and demands continued to grow, and included better pay, 

reasonable hours, “grievance procedures,” unionization, and the elimination of the one-

man drill.150 Mother Bloor remembers the miners’ wishes of “the right to have two men 

work a claim,” a pit anywhere between 800 to 1,000 feet deep. 151  The pits, Bloor 

explains, were incredibly dangerous to work in due to the amount of water retained in the 

space, and the fact of miners having to carry down a drill, which weighed about 170 

pounds.152  Drills were operated by two or more men, which made working in the mines 

safer while also opening up more job opportunities to locals and outsiders. The one-man 

drill, however, allowed for a smaller workforce and the mining companies did not have to 

worry about hiring more people. Profits could increase and the labor force could remain 

small. Working with a one-man drill was incredibly dangerous and labor-intensive, and to 

the miners, this was enough to go on strike. 

On July 23rd, 1913, the Michigan Copper Miners’ Strike began.153 An important 

component that also drove the workers’ strike was the immigrant population throughout 

the Keweenaw; “by and large excluded by company management from substantial 

company houses and other benefits of paternalism, the more recently immigrated workers 

organized in an effort to receive guaranteed improvements in their working and living 

 
149 Bloor, We are Many, 121. 
150 Hoagland, Mine Towns, 55. 
151 Bloor, We are Many, 121. 
152 Ibid. 
153 Hoagland, Mine Towns, 55. 



 

52  
 

situations, not benefits distributed unequally.”154 Even though miners, their families, and 

supporters aligned themselves with the Western Federation of Miners, the WFM as a 

whole did not give the “go-ahead” to the Keweenaw miners to carry out this strike, 

confirming that this was a matter the miners took into their own hands.155 The workers’ 

strike is nationally significant, because the Michigan miners did not wait for direction 

from the nationally recognized organization; they felt it necessary to come together to 

enact change, because chances are, waiting on the WFM would have taken much longer 

for any sort of big, potential changes to take place.  

During the strike, striking workers and supporters, women, and children, joined 

together and sought involvement in many different ways.  Many walked to mines that 

were still in operation, with the intent of forcing the mines closed. Prior to Christmas 

Eve, 1913, there were several instances of violent acts carried out throughout Copper 

Country. On August 14, 1913, two striking miners Steve Putrich and Alois Tijan were 

killed by “mine guards and Waddell-Mahon Detective Agency” men, and on September 

1, 1913, a young girl named Margaret Fazekas was shot in the head by policemen while 

protesting.156  

Sometimes, striking individuals would stand up-and-down the roads, and would do 

anything they could to prevent a “strikebreaker” (someone who would go back to work, 

thus breaking a strike) from heading to work each day. Parades and marches were 

popular forms of protest and were “essential to maintain unity and discourage defectors.” 
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Annie “Big Annie” Clemenc was often seen at the beginning of the parade holding an 

American flag and leading other strikers. Folks who supported the cause found creative 

and unconventional meeting places, as meeting at or on any sort of company property 

would not end well. The mining companies were not pleased with their employees’ 

actions, and “responded with violence and public displays of force.” Some miners went 

back to the mines about a month after the strike began, perhaps in fear of retaliation from 

their employers, or just a general need of funds to survive day-to-day. To supplement 

workers that did not return to the mines, bosses hired workers from outside the United 

States, which strikers called “scabies”, who were not excluded from violent acts. Other 

responses from mining bosses included pro- mining discussions held in public spaces, 

utilization of mining structures and buildings as intimidation, and even brought in the 

National Guard.157 The Michigan Copper Miners’ strike involved all persons throughout 

the Keweenaw, whether it was striking miners and families, mine bosses, and workers, 

and was nothing short of eventful, stressful, and at times scary. Individuals throughout 

the Keweenaw did what they could to make it through each day and tried to hold on to 

some semblance of a normal day, which took shape in the planning of a Christmas Eve 

party for striking miners and families on December 24, 1913 in Calumet.  

 Residents of Calumet, miners, and families were exhausted and discouraged, yet 

driven to keep fighting for equal labor rights and the ability to unionize. The local ladies’ 

auxiliary chapter (led by Big Annie) organized a Christmas Eve celebration for the 
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miners and their families, with the hope of lifting people’s spirits during what was meant 

to be a joyful season. Mother Bloor recalled a comment Big Annie made during 

preparations: “She said the children must not be deprived of their Christmas because of 

the strike, and she was therefore trying to collect enough money for Christmas 

presents.”158 Bloor remembers how risky this mundane task was, raising money to buy 

the children presents, because “the agents of the mine owners” were “watching every 

move.”159 Clemenc carried on with her task, raising about fifty-six dollars to purchase 

something for each child who would walk through the doors to the party.160 The 

Christmas party, the auxiliary decided, would be held in Calumet’s Italian Hall.  

 

 
158 Bloor, We are Many, 122. 
159 Ibid. 
160 Ibid. 

Figure 3. The Italian Hall (Photo courtesy of Wystan, uploaded to Flickr 2013).  
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The Italian Hall (also referred to as the Italian Benevolent Society and has an Italian 

translation as well) sat on 7th and Elm Street in downtown Calumet and serviced all the 

town’s residents, not just those of Italian ethnicity or decent. The building was 

commanding of its space; a two-story brick structure, the hall housed a general store and 

a pub on the first floor with a large meeting space on the second floor. A small set of sone 

steps guided visitors into the building, and after they passed under a towering stone 

archway, a visitor would find themselves in an enclosed space. The visitor could turn 

right into the pub or store or could head straight past another set of doors and up a second 

set of steep stairs to the large meeting space. On the second floor was a spacious area for 

tables and chairs. A stage was at one end of the hall, along with a door and a small set of 

descending stairs that lead to a small kitchen. The Christmas Eve celebration took place 

on the second story of the Italian Hall. After guests climbed the stairs, they were met with 

the sight of a Christmas tree and presents, and there was joyous caroling among all the 

guests.161 Everyone was enjoying the festivities until an unknown man made his way to 

the second story and yelled one word that ultimately changed history: “FIRE!”162 

There was pure panic and confusion throughout the party, and guests rushed towards 

the stairway to escape what they thought was a life-threatening situation. However, the 

doors at the foot of the stairway would not open to the streets outside, and guests became 

trapped in the stairwell. In this mass panic, folks tripped and fell on top of each other, and 

 
161 Ibid., 123. 
162 Bloor, We are Many, 123. 
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could not get back up. The Italian Hall doors would not budge. Mother Bloor painfully 

recalls what happened: 

 
In about five minutes the door at the back of the room opened, and a man came into 

the room with a little limp figure in his arms. Another man followed, carrying another 

child. Then another, and another and another. They laid the little bodies in a row on 

the platform beneath the Christmas tree. The children were dead… there were 

seventy-three of them. I can hardly tell about it or think about it even today.163 

 
There was no fire at the Italian Hall on Christmas Eve, 1913. Who cried fire, and why 

couldn’t the Italian Hall doors open? It was later discovered that an unidentified man had 

made his way to the Christmas party and yelled “FIRE.” Many theories surround who the 

individual was, and why someone would shout “FIRE” in the first place. Some believe 

that the man was wearing a Citizens Alliance button, meaning he was affiliated with the 

mine bosses and corporate entities, and fully opposed to striking and unionizing. Perhaps 

his cry was politically motivated, and he wanted to insight fear and panic in the party 

guests. Bloor claims it was the policemen, who were stationed outside of the Italian Hall 

“threatening to break up the entertainment,” who shouted “FIRE” and held the doors to 

the Italian Hall closed.164 The Daily Mining Gazette, a Keweenaw Peninsula newspaper, 

published a story on March 16, 1982, with the headline: “Italian Hall confession: Did a 

couple of drunks holler ‘fire’?”, in which a frail, elderly man approached then Calumet 

resident, Leslie Chapman, and confessed how he and a buddy drunkenly yelled “FIRE” 

 
163 Bloor, We are Many, 123. This block quote, and paragraph above it, is source material 

cited from Bloor’s work. 
164 Ibid., 123-124. 
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as they passed by the Italian Hall on Christmas Eve, 1913.165 “The popular opinion then,” 

R.C. and Carl Peterson of the Daily Mining Gazette write, “and for years afterward, was 

that strikebreakers had falsely yelled fire at the crowded hall as a heinous act of 

vengeance against the union.”166 This is one reason as to why the circumstances 

surrounding the tragedy were (and sometimes continue to be) so contested. After the 

tragedy, an inquest was held to try and find a clear answer as to who was responsible for 

the Christmas Eve tragedy.167 No one could be found accountable, and even to this day, 

no one is one hundred percent sure who yelled fire and caused the 1913 Italian Hall 

Tragedy, making it nearly impossible to find any sort of closure.  

 Another reason why the details of the tragedy are so contested are because of the 

doors at the end of the stairway of Italian Hall, which remained shut as victims intending 

to flee the building piled up on the stairs.. Many wondered, and grappled with, why the 

doors to the Italian Hall would not budge. Why couldn’t guests escape? The fact the 

doors remained stuck shut prompted people to believe the cry of “FIRE” was politically 

or maliciously motivated. Due to the amount of people stuck in the stairway, pressed up 

against the doors, it would seem as though the doors would have burst open at the weight. 

Seventy-three people were trapped in this stairway, and for the doors not to have opened 

up at this pressure and weight raises many questions.  

 
165 R.C. Peterson and Carl Peterson, “Italian Hall confession: Did a couple of drunks holler 

‘fire’?”, Daily Mining Gazette, Vertical File - Copper Country History, Michigan Technological 
University Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 

166 Ibid. 
167 Conversation with Keweenaw National Park Historian, Celeste Jo Holt, about the inquest. 

December 7, 2022.  
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 Others blamed the building’s architecture, claiming the doors to the hall opened 

inward and the guests fell victim to the hall’s poor design. Popular myths surfaced around 

the doors and the tragedy itself, with many believing this event to be the reason for more 

sound building codes (like outward-opening doors) and the reason why one cannot shout 

“FIRE” in a crowded theater. However, both myths have been debunked throughout the 

late twentieth, and into the twenty-first century.168 In her autobiography, Bloor explains 

how “both doors were held shut from the outside, so that no one could get out.”169 Most 

convincing, though, is an article written in the Calumet News on October 13, 1908 about 

the construction of the new “Italian Benevolent Society,” in which a description about the 

building’s construction and architecture are described, including a statement on how “all 

doors open outward.”170 It is safe to conclude that the doors of Italian Hall did not open 

inward.  

Trying to reconcile an incredibly political, traumatic, and contested experience left 

townspeople in a bind. Despite what happened during the Christmas Eve celebration at 

Italian Hall, the strike was not called off.171 The aftermath of the Italian Hall tragedy was 

still painfully raw, and those affected were undoubtedly still processing an unfathomable 

amount of trauma, grief, fear, and even possibly confusion, as they focused on laying 

 
168 I had a discussion with Keweenaw National Historical Park Historian, Jo Holt, about this. 

She sent me this article: L.A. Powe, Jr., “Searching for the False Shout of ‘Fire’,” Constitutional 
Commentary 19, no. 345 (date unknown): 347.  

169 Bloor, We are Many, 124. 
170 “The Italian Benevolent Society’s New Home,” Calumet News, October 13, 1908. 

Keweenaw National Historical Park Archives and Collections. 
171 The strike formally ended on April 13, 1914. Michael F. Wendland, “The Calumet 

Tragedy,” article accessed from Keweenaw National Historical Park Archives and Collections, 
page 48.  
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their dead to rest and continuing the fight for the rights of mine workers. Charles Moyer, 

president of the WFM, “called the disaster mass murder, and he laid the blame squarely 

on the mineowners.”172 The Citizens Alliance raised about twenty-five thousand dollars 

for families directly impacted by the Christmas Eve tragedy, to rebuild and maintain their 

image, but Moyer ultimately turned the funds down claiming they “will bury their own 

dead.”173 After the funeral services, striking workers and families packed up and left 

Calumet, believing there was no point to maintaining the strike. It is fair to argue that 

remaining in Calumet after a tragedy was too much for individuals to handle; a constant 

reminder of a traumatic gathering that was meant to be full of joy and festivities, a 

tragedy that was never quite solved.174 Some did not want to associate themselves with 

the strikes and the tragedy, while others did not feel it was safe enough to publicly 

discuss the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster out of fear of strict repercussions (like loss of job or 

home); “in 1916 the Western Federation, plagued by dwindling membership and eager to 

distance itself from the tragic violence of Calumet, changed its name to the International 

Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers.”175 With each new association, and with each 

individual moving far away from Calumet, any semblance of a collective memory of the 

Italian Hall tragedy became incomplete, and faded further from memory, and “on 

Christmas Eve 1914, one year after the Italian Hall tragedy, there was no mention of the 

 
172 Ibid., 46.  
173 Ibid.  
174 Ibid., 48.  
175 Michael F. Wendland, “The Calumet Tragedy,” article accessed from Keweenaw National 

Historical Park Archives and Collections, page 48. 
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tragedy or the victims in the local media.”176 The mining companies in Calumet still had 

a strong presence and command on the town, miners, and families, so it is possible that 

the miners and those impacted by the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy felt they had no choice 

but to stay silent and complacent to the boss. Supporting this idea of silence, 

complacency, and company control, is a company loyalty ledger supposedly written by 

8,235 employees in June 1915 that was given to Mr. James MacNaughton, president of 

Calumet& Hecla. The ledger contains a letter from the mine workers to MacNaughton, 

and the letter suggests striking company loyalty and willingness to comply to the needs of 

 
176 Lindsay Hiltunen, “Seems Like Yesterday: Community Memory and the Michigan Copper 

Strike, 1913-2013,” Western Illinois Historical Review 6, (Spring 2014): 18. 
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Figure 4. Letter to James MacNaughton, President of Calumet & Hecla (Photo courtesy of Jeremiah Mason, archivist at 
Keweenaw National Historical Park) 

 

each company and bosses: 

The employees of the mines, mills and smelters of which you are General 

Manager, wishing to show you and the general public, the esteem in which they 

hold their General Manager, decided that a letter signed by each and every 

employee, would be the best testimonial of their feelings. We know that it was 
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principally due to your attitude of “no compromise” that the Copper Country is 

not afflicted with the presence and under the control of the Western Federation of 

Miners.177 

The letter goes on to give thanks to MacNaughton, asking him to tell other mining 

companies in the Keweenaw Peninsula to express thanks for the increase in pay on behalf 

of the mine workers that signed the ledger. According to the letter, all 8,235 employees 

paid forward a nickel “towards the purchase of a token of our esteem, and know you will 

accept it in the spirit in which it is given.”178 Following this letter are dozens of pages of 

workers’ signatures. Jo Holt, Keweenaw National Historical Park historian, notes the 

striking similarities the penmanship of each miner has, and raises questions about if 

 
177 Letter to “Mr James MacNaughton, General Manager C&H and Subsidiary Companies in 

ledger titled, “To James MacNaughton from 8235 Employees June, 1915,” Keweenaw National 
Historical Park Archives (photo courtesy of Jeremiah Mason, park archivist).  

178 Ibid. 
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whether or not the signatures were actually penned by the workers themselves.179 

 

Figure 5. Signatures following letter to MacNaughton, 1915 (Photograph courtesy of Jeremiah Mason, Keweenaw 
National Historical Park Historian) 

 

The language used in the letter and similarities in penmanship in the workers’ 

signatures does raise important points about the strong control the company has on the 

narrative and history of the town of Calumet. Workers probably felt as if they had no 

choice but to sign their loyalty to the company, despite events of horror and controversy 

that took place just two years ago at the Italian Hall. The tragedy was not forgotten about 

but was indeed silenced by those who were in positions of power to construct the 

 
179 Conversation with Jo Holt, Keweenaw National Historical Park historian, December 7, 

2022.  
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narrative in favor of the mines, almost always the companies and bosses. The tragedy 

surely haunted people’s thoughts and memories, especially since they could not discuss 

Italian Hall publicly. Gathering together to form a memorial committee would have been 

the talk of the town, and there would have likely been backlash from the companies. And 

so, the Italian Hall stood.  

For almost seven decades following the Italian Hall Disaster, the building remained 

intact, and was utilized for town events such as dances, music recitals, and other social 

gatherings. Ted Taipalus, a survivor of the Italian Hall Disaster, recalls memories he has 

of that night, as well as on his experiences returning to Calumet. He remembers: 

 

About 25 years ago we visited my wife's relatives the Neil Wickstroms and he 

being a member of the Eagles invited us for a few drinks at the club. I paid no 

attention to the building we entered (the Eagles owned the building then). After a 

beer or so they said let's go upstairs and see the dance. This we did. Just as I 

stepped on the stairway, I received the strangest sensation and I said, 'Hey, we're 

in the Italian Hall' ... that was the first time I had entered the building since the 

disaster.180 

 

Taipaulus’ experiences are similar to others impacted by the Italian Hall Disaster. The 

history of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster was fading way with each new decade and each 

new use of the space and was at risk of near erasure from history and collective memory.  

Historians and sociologists study memory and the reasons why we remember 

 
180 Ted Taipalus, “Memories of the Italian Hall”, Copper Country Historical Collections, 

photo taken August 5, 2021. 
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certain events over others, and perhaps even indirectly forget important moments. Paul 

Connerton provides a theoretical explanation behind collective memory in his work How 

Societies Remember. Connerton explains that in any sort of group, there is always a key 

event that joins that group together, but what tends to happen is that memories 

surrounding that moment change and vary from person-to-person.181 “Across generations, 

different sets of memories, frequently in the shape of implicit background narratives, will 

encounter each other; so that, although physically present to one another in a particular 

setting, the different generations may remain mentally and emotionally insulated, the 

memories of one generation locked irretrievably, as it were, in the brains and bodies of 

that generation.”182 For years, the memory of the Italian Hall Disaster reflected immediate 

reactions and responses to the event, which locked the history and memory in a state of 

grief, confusion, and controversy. If most people left Calumet following the disaster and 

strike, I would argue that the memory remaining in the town would have been in 

fragments, informed by personal recollections or stories told by other people over the 

years. In line with Paul Connerton’s theory, as years passed in Calumet, the memory 

surrounding the Italian Hall Disaster would clash. This could point to the decades-long 

delay in memorialization, because if the generation that directly experienced a traumatic 

event is NOT talking about it, or processing it, it makes sense that the generations to 

follow would not even know where to start. Additionally, memorials and monuments that 

dominated public space during this time period were not dedicated to telling stories like 

 
181 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, page 3. 
182 Ibid.  
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the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, because memorials and monuments were dedicated to 

telling stories of success, power, and patriotic imagery.183 According to John Bodnar, 

“the impact of growing federal power and the consequent stress on patriotism and civic 

duty had a distinct impact on local commemorations in ethnic communities, cities, states, 

and regions.”184And, if they did not have the appropriate means to memorialize this 

event, and the lives lost, this would of course prevent memorialization in Calumet. 

Besides burial in cemeteries, it was not commonplace to publicly memorialize tragedy 

and loss of life. However, in the early 1940s, the memory and stories of the Italian Hall 

Disaster returned to public attention in the form of a song written by famous activist and 

singer, Woody Guthrie.  

Guthrie’s song, “1913 Massacre,” brought the history of the Italian Hall Disaster 

out in public, after being out-of-sight for almost thirty years. Not only was Woody 

Guthrie a famous singer (“This Land is Your Land” and other famous tunes), but he was 

also a radical labor rights activist. Guthrie was well-informed of current events, and 

typically wrote songs that were against the norm of what folks were used to listening to. 

After reading Mother Bloor’s account of the Italian Hall Disaster, Guthrie recognized 

how necessary it was to write a song about this event because he knew how contested it 

was. No one dare to publicly criticize the company boss, but Guthrie was not concerned 

about this (“this machine kills fascists,” after all). What he was focused on was telling the 

 
183 John Bodnar dedicates his work to this and talks about patriotism as a symbol in memorials 
and monuments in Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 
Twentieth Century.  
184 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 
Twentieth Century, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992, page 41.  
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stories of the little guy, with the hopes of striking a chord with at least one person. He 

wanted to uncover and preserve the history of all histories, not just the ones glorified in 

public space. Woody Guthrie’s song, ‘1913 Massacre’, helped unearth memories and 

experiences surrounding the Disaster, and laid the foundation for other memory work and 

memorialization to take place. The memory of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster was stuck 

and was at risk of fading away from public memory. However, the turn of a new decade 

full of social movement and reform would work to save the memory of the Italian Hall in 

a way that had rarely been done, or even understood, before.185  

Besides Guthrie’s song, “1913 Massacre,” any sort of commemorative talk, 

action, or space was rarely seen if at all. A memorial to the event did not exist, and if 

mourners wanted a space to process the Disaster, they could go to the local cemeteries 

and visit graves of loved ones. Most notably, the funeral for the Italian Hall Disaster 

victims was filmed by union members and was later shown around the nation to raise 

awareness and money for the cause.186 Shortly after the funeral and the films were 

processed, someone stole what they thought as the footage of the funeral; luckily, the 

union made decoy films while the real ones were behind lock and key. Union members 

believed the thievery to be at the hands of someone from the Citizens’ Alliance, 

“wondering if they would stop at nothing’.”187 Based on this fact, it is arguable that 

someone did not want others to see what was taking place in Calumet. For some Calumet 

 
185 Lindsay Hiltunen, “Seems like Yesterday: Memory and the Michigan Copper Strike, 

1913-2013,” Western Illinois Historical Review, no. 6 (Spring 2014): 17, 19, 22.  
186 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 195.  
187 Ibid.  
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residents, memories of the event remained fresh in their minds for decades to come, and 

“victims’ families, strikers, and much of the nation’s labor movement remembered the 

Christmas Eve disaster as an act of class violence.”188 However, even some historians 

have argued that such beliefs are a part of Copper Country myths.189 As it was discussed 

earlier, as people kept moving out of Calumet and moving on from their past, the 

memory went with them and perhaps diminished greatly. Some remembered, some 

contributed their own thoughts and opinions surrounding the matter, and some just chose 

to let the memory slip away. Official and Vernacular forms of memory were at war with 

each other, and for years, it was unclear which memory would prevail. This battle 

between forms of memory took place in the 1970s and 1980s, as a new way of 

remembering and commemorating the past was taking hold across the United States. A 

desire to remember even the most traumatic histories was reflected in what was displayed 

in public spaces. However, Calumet townspeople needed to place the 1913 Italian Hall 

Disaster into a space that was no longer a blatant reminder of what happened at Italian 

Hall. Instead, they needed a space in which they could experience all sorts of emotions 

and memories surrounding the disaster (not just one of the other) without the pressure of 

remembering one prescribed, collective narrative. This process began with the push to 

preserve the Italian Hall. 

 

 

 
188 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 240.  
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Chapter 3 
 

“A Phoenix Rises from the Dust”: The Italian Hall Memorial190 
 
Protection 
 
 Since 1913, the Italian Hall was a structure abandoned or utilized as a gathering 

place, with little to no acknowledgement of the tragedy that took place that Christmas 

Eve. It was not until 1977 that a local resident of Calumet named Helen Smith purchased 

the Italian Hall with the goal of seeing the building preserved.191 However, Smith 

discovered trying to achieve such a task by herself would be challenging; Smith and 

others created a history activist group called the Friends of Italian Hall with the goal of 

preserving the building and its history.192 In 1980, “The Friends of the Italian Hall” 

began to dedicate time and effort to preserve the building and its history. The group’s 

purpose was “to restore Calumet’s Italian Hall to its original state and provide 

interpretive features that would make the building stand as a memorial to the victims of 

the tragedy of 1913.”193 This would be no small, or cheap, task. The Friends of Italian 

Hall began to seek support within the community.  

The first step to receive any sort of financial relief was historical recognition: 

 
190 This was a comment from one of the Italian Hall reflection books at the Keweenaw National 
Historical Park Archives.  
191 “Campaign launched to spare “Calumet’s famed Italian Hall,” Daily Mining Gazette, June 10, 
1980. Copper Country Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country 
Historical Collections. 
192 Carl Peterson, “Plans for hall ‘in limbo’,” newspaper article, date unknown. Copper Country 
Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections.  
193 “Article II Purpose,” Bylaws of The Friends of the Italian Hall Inc., undated. Copper Country 
Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
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According to a newspaper article written by the Copper Island Sentinel on July 31, 1980, 

Smith was notified that the Italian Hall had secured a spot on the National Register of 

Historical Places, which allowed The Friends of the Italian Hall to receive financial 

support through federal funding.194 Unfortunately, Italian Hall had not been properly 

cared since 1913 and the Friends of Italian Hall needed to repair damages that would 

cost thousands of dollars.195 In the National Register of Historic Places Inventory 

Nomination Form for Italian Hall, such damages were cited, noting that “the sandstone 

arch beneath it, as well as the entire corner foundation, are visibly weak, [and] due to 

seasons of neglect and the rigors of harsh winter seasons, the fate of this historic building 

is questionable if stabilizing measures are not soon adopted.196 Luckily, the Friends of 

Italian Hall was composed of a persistent group of individuals who recognized the value 

and history behind an important community building and knew it was worth saving.  

 The Friends of the Italian Hall garnered general and financial support from 

different stakeholders throughout the Keweenaw, and even reached a national audience. 

On October 14, 1981, the Daily Mining Gazette reported that the National Park Service 

awarded a $10,000 grant to the Friends of Italian Hall to help with preservation 

 
194 “Italian Hall placed On National Register,” Copper Island Sentinel, July 31st, 1980. Copper 
Country Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical 
Collections. 
195 Carl Peterson, “Save Italian Hall organization forms,” Daily Mining Gazette, June 25th, 1980. 
Copper Country Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country 
Historical Collections. 
196 “National Register of Historic Places Inventory - Nomination Form,” United States 
Department of the Interior Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service, undated. Keweenaw 
National Historical Park Vertical File: Italian Hall. Page 2 
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efforts.197 However, while the grant from the National Park Service was helpful and 

generous, the newspaper article goes on to explain that the Friends requested about 

$40,000 total to help their cause, but “cutbacks and changes in federal programs reduced 

the funds available for the project.”198 Interestingly, the Daily Mining Gazette published 

a separate article by city editor Carl Peterson, referencing the setbacks in funding for the 

Italian Hall, but quotes Friends of the Italian Hall president Robin Oye’s remarks that 

President Reagan and his cabinet limited any extra funding that the Italian Hall could 

have received.199 Regardless of the reason, the amount of money the Friends needed to 

repair Italian Hall would be a very large sum. 

 Along with financial troubles, the Friends of the Italian Hall encountered strong 

opinions, and even pushback, from Calumet residents. While many people advocated for 

the Italian Hall’s preservation, many questioned the building’s merit in the town. In an 

editorial published by the Copper Island Sentinel, Lee Arten writes that “at two meetings 

this month village residents have come to the council and asked that the building be 

condemned, barricaded off from the rest of the town and demolished,” for reasons both 

blatantly expressed and suspected.200 Arten writes that citizens were usually concerned 

about the state of the building, but he also realized that “an underlying reason seems to be 

 
197 “NPS is a friend of Italian Hall,” Daily Mining Gazette, Oct. 14th, 1981. Copper Country 
Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
198 Ibid. 
199 Carl Peterson, “Plans for hall ‘in limbo’,” Daily Mining Gazette, undated article. Copper 
Country Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical 
Collections. 
200 Lee Arten, “More to the Italian Hall,” Copper Island Sentinel Editorial, undated article. 
Copper Country Vertical File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country 
Historical Collections. 
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that village residents are uncomfortable with the building’s past.”201 Further, “citizens 

suggested that letting the building stand or trying to renovate it was morbid, a kind of 

living in the past.”202 

After four decades, Calumet locals were still uncomfortable by, and nervous to 

talk about what happened at the Italian Hall. To some, the building was seen as a 

gravesite, while others like Robin Oye (president of Friends of the Italian Hall), saw the 

Italian Hall as a crucial component to the history of the United States labor movement.203 

Oye recognized how important the Italian Hall was to not only Calumet, but to a larger 

narrative too. The Friends of Italian Hall did not want to erase or alter the history of the 

Italian Hall or the Italian Hall Disaster but wanted to preserve the structure for concern of 

it being neglected and the history not being properly told.   

 

Destruction – the plan all along? 

 Despite the hard work spent fundraising and earning support towards preserving 

the Italian Hall, a decision was made to demolish the building. On August 18, 1983, the 

Copper Island Sentinel reported that Calumet’s City Council made the decision to tear 

down Italian Hall, contingent on City Councilwoman Peggy Germain receiving the 

paperwork to the building from its owner, Helen Smith.204 However, the newspaper 

article cites plans already made to turn the soon-to-be demolished Italian Hall into a 

 
201 Ibid. 
202 Ibid. 
203 Ibid. 
204 “Italian Hall to be razed,” Copper Island Sentinel, Aug 18, 1983. Copper Country Vertical 
File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
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memorial space where a ceremony would take place the following year.205 Even though 

the Friends of the Italian Hall spent years raising funds and awareness, this article in the 

Copper Island Sentinel makes it seem like the plan all along was to demolish the 

building; Herman LaBonte, Calumet’s City Council president of the time, is even quoted 

saying “‘It was talk, talk, talk for five years and finally we have the deed.’”206  Further, 

when the decision was announced at the City Council meeting, people apparently clapped 

at the news because the building had become “more hazardous each year.”207 As 

discussed earlier, the physical integrity of Italian Hall was a genuine concern, and 

perhaps the building was deteriorating at a fast rate. However, Lee Arten did mention in 

his editorial piece that “residents were clear about their desire to disassociate Calumet 

from that event and its history.”208 There is a noticeable divide throughout the town, a 

desire to preserve and a desire to destroy and erase. This battle between official and 

vernacular memory is evident.  

 On October 6, 1984, the Italian Hall was demolished.209 The town received 

outside assistance with the demolition process, but local townspeople donated their time 

and resources in the form of refreshments and general support to the workers.210 People 

 
205 “Italian Hall to be razed,” Copper Island Sentinel, Aug 18, 1983. Copper Country Vertical 
File: Italian Hall. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
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gathered to watch the Italian Hall’s demolition, and likely had mixed feelings about what 

was unfolding before them. Some clearly felt a sense of relief, because Italian Hall would 

“no longer pose a threat to passerby nor remain a grim reminder of the 1913 Christmas 

party for striking miners and their families that ended in disaster.”211 Even the wording of 

a newspaper article by Peggy Germain, “Italian Hall destroyed,” exudes to this feeling of 

relief as the caption of the photos that accompany the article reads “finally falls.”212 

Using the word “finally” makes it appear as though some townspeople were anxiously 

waiting for the day the decision would be made to tear down Italian Hall. Some of 

Calumet’s residents were glad the building was finally demolished; one resident 

“commented that the building was an embarrassment to capitalism; a reminder of the 

labor struggle.”213 This quote is notable, because this was after all a workers’ labor strike. 

It is very interesting how some believed the Italian Hall to be an “embarrassment to 

capitalism,” as if the Italian Hall Tragedy itself tarnished the belief that capitalism is a 

faultless system.214 If anything, the Italian Hall is a reminder of how workers need to be 

better served throughout their jobs, and how requests should be taken seriously. 

Corporations suffer immensely if all that is cared about is profit and means of production, 

not the individuals working to make that goal happen. Some individuals do not believe 
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the Italian Hall Tragedy had to do with “class violence,” which “is evidence that even in 

writing labor history, workers’ voices are too often marginalized in favor of those from  

other social groups.”215  

  

 

 

 

There are some pieces of evidence that raise questions surrounding the decision to 

demolish Italian Hall based on concerns of safety. Reverend Robert Langseth, longtime 

resident, and Pastor in Calumet, remarked in an oral history interview how it took the 

wrecking ball about seven hits before any damage was inflicted on the Italian Hall.216 

 
215 Kaunonen and Goings, Community in Conflict, 240.  
216 Robert Langseth, interviewed by Emily Martinsen at the Keweenaw National Historical Park 

Figure 6.  Todd Langseth (left, on bike) watches the demolition of Calumet's Italian Hall, 1984. 
(Photo courtesy of Reverend Robert Langseth.) 
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Was the Italian Hall not in as poor, or dangerous condition, as people claimed it to be? It 

seems if it was, the building would have crumbled at the first hit of the wrecking ball. 

The real danger to the town was facing an uncomfortable and traumatic history that they 

were not one hundred percent ready to grapple with.217  

 Amid decisions to demolish Italian Hall, Germain stated that the “demolition was 

agreed upon with the erection of a memorial park culminating the razing.”218 A memorial 

park to the victims of Italian Hall would still address this traumatic past; the only 

difference is the absence of the structure in which the disaster took place, but the 

memorial would still reside on the building’s original location. Would that not still serve 

as a reminder to this difficult past? I argue that townspeople needed to start over and 

position this traumatic past into a space that was more apt to preserve the history and 

provide a space for healing that the Italian Hall just could not do. Memorials can and do 

serve as safe spaces for reflection, respect, and reconciliation. Transforming the hall into 

a memorial space was the town’s way of reconciling a past that seemed as though it was 

very much alive at the present time. Maybe the Italian Hall could have been a space for 

reconciliation and healing. However, what does matter in the story of the Italian Hall is 

the memorial that would be constructed on the property would usher in a new season of 

commemorative practices and promote progress in reconciliation amongst those residing 

in Calumet. Tom Tikkanen, a resident of Calumet, said that the building’s demolition 

 
headquarters on August 13, 2021. 
217 “Demolishing History,” Photo from Robert Langseth. Received August 14, 2021. 
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prompted plans to craft a memorial, “and at the same time efforts began in earnest top 

reserve this town, the stories of its people, and the history that affected a nation.”219 The 

desire to preserve the Italian Hall Tragedy history was present throughout the town, and 

some seemed rather optimistic about preserving the history through a memorial that could 

be central to memorial services and a reminder of what had happened.  

Renewal 

 The Italian Hall was demolished in the fall of 1984, and come the following year, 

members of The Friends of the Italian Hall put their plans for a memorial park into 

action. On September 3, 1985, Lee Arten submitted an article and photo to the Daily 

Mining Gazette that introduced ideas for a future Italian Hall Memorial Park. “The park 

will contain a monument incorporating the sandstone arch from the main entrance of the 

building.”220 The purpose of the Friends of Italian Hall changed once the building was 

demolished, and the money raised towards the Hall’s preservation was put towards 

creating a new memorial space; the initial funds were “used to help clear and fill the 

site,” and “the village has set up a fund, using money from the sale of bricks and metal 

salvaged from the hall, to maintain it.”221 While the date of the memorial’s completion is 

not clear, one newspaper article reports that the arch was completed in 1987, and that a 

 
219 Garrett Neese, “Italian Hall disaster,” Daily Mining Gazette, Dec. 19, 2003. Copper Country 
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Vertical File: Cities and towns - Calumet - Italian Hall Disaster. Michigan Tech Archives and 
Copper Country Historical Collections. 



 

78  
 

local museum, Coppertown USA Mining Museum, houses Italian Hall “history and 

artifacts,” including the doors that tend to remain at the forefront of the Italian Hall 

Disaster.222 Initial plans for the Italian Hall Memorial Park included the rebuilt arch, an 

image of Italian Hall, two informative plaques on the property, and the doors to the 

Italian Hall incorporated into the memorial,223 and while there were such plans in place, 

the memorial park would see several changes, improvements, and additions throughout 

the 1990s and into the twenty-first century.  

 An article written on August 5, 1988 makes note of the positive impact the future 

memorial would have for the town. Friends of Italian Hall and other individuals believed 

the memorial serves “as further proof of Calumet’s willingness to preserve history for the 

benefit of future generations – a point sure to impress the U.S. Department of Interior as 

it considers the Calumet area for a national historic park.”224 This comment is striking, 

because for years, nothing was actively done to preserve the history of the Italian Hall 

and Italian Hall Tragedy. Again, many folks who were impacted by the Tragedy in one 

way or another left town and took their memories and stories with them. 225 Talking about 

tragedy and contested events was not commonplace in public spaces from the time of the 

tragedy in 1913, to the beginnings of historic activism through preservation efforts and 

 
222 Candy Goulette, “History cleaned up at Italian Hall,” Daily Mining Gazette, Sept. 2, 1996. 
Copper Country Vertical File: Italian Hall Disaster. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country 
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223 “Italian Hall tells dramatic tale,” Daily Mining Gazette, Aug. 5, 1988. Copper Country 
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then the memorial, so the memory of the Italian Hall Tragedy remained under wraps, and 

any sort of collective remembrance was incomplete and unclear. Now that Calumet had a 

space more appropriately dedicated to the remembrance of the Italian Hall Disaster, 

newspaper reports make it seem as though people were more eager to preserve their past. 

Another reason for this was to gain the approval of the Department of Interior, in order to 

obtain National Park Service status in the town. If the Department of Interior felt Calumet 

did not care about its past, it is possible a park branch would not be established. It is 

important to note that the National Park Service does not have ownership of history or 

historic sites. The duty of the National Park Service is that of a stakeholder, and a teacher 

of history and the past throughout “the nation’s largest outdoor classrooms.”226 

The Italian Hall Memorial reached completion in 1987 and was in part put under the care 

of the Calumet-Laurium-Keweenaw Rotary Club.227 The newly built memorial was 

simplistic, yet powerful. The focal point of the memorial was the reconstructed stone 

archway that stood above the entrance to Italian Hall. Several dedication plaques are 

fixed to the arch. A Michigan historical marker was placed just beyond the arch, and 

visitors would have to walk under the arch to read the marker.228 The memorial park 

served as a space for memorial services and commemorative ceremonies.  

 
226 Anne Mitchell Whisnant, Marla R. Miller, Gary B. Nash, and David Thelen, “Imperiled 
Promise: The State of History in the National Park Service,” Organization of American 
Historians, 2011. Page 1.  
227 Candy Goulette, “History cleaned up at Italian Hall,” Daily Mining Gazette, Sept. 26, 1996. 
Copper Country Vertical File: Italian Hall Disaster. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country 
Historical Collections. 
228 Ibid. I used the photograph to describe the new memorial in this paragraph. The photograph 
was taken by Ken Sturos who worked for the Daily Mining Gazette.  
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Commemorative and memorialization events and services began to take place one 

year after the completion of the Italian Hall Memorial. A memorial service for the 

seventy-fifth anniversary of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, led by Reverend Robert 

Langseth, was held on December 24, 1988. The service was not held at the memorial site. 

At this service, Reverend Langseth and memorial members participated in a call-and-

response type activity, similar to that of a church service. “Words cannot contain this 

tragedy, or sketch its boundaries,” Langseth remarked, “But they bridge the gulf of time, 

and give us the vision to look back over 75 years to a night which lives in our memory, in 

this memorial for victims who lay in silent witness that fear can have the sharp, deadly 

edge of a sword.”229 This memorial service proved to be pivotal in terms of 

commemoration and memorialization , because it initiated further commemorative action 

and reflection amongst Calumet residents by bringing them together to reflect on this 

event and hopefully find closure.  

Perhaps one of the most long-standing traditions held at the Italian Hall Memorial 

is the lighting of luminaries, one for each soul lost on Christmas Eve, 1913. In 2008, 

Calumet resident and CLK Rotary Club member Jeffery Primeau initiated and preserved 

a past commemorative tradition of lighting seventy-three candles at the Italian Hall 

Memorial Park during Christmas Eve services. “Remembering the luminaries from years 

ago, I felt it was important to resurrect this yearly tradition so that the site of Italian Hall 

 
229 “Memorial Service Italian Hall Disaster 75th Anniversary,” Copy of script given to author by 
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would no longer remain dark on Christmas Eve.”230 The luminaries took several forms 

throughout the year, and were not long-lasting, as paper bags and even ice molds were 

utilized to represent the seventy-three people who died in the 1913 Italian Hall 

Disaster.231 Today, the luminaries are made out of wood and glass, and contain a fake 

candle to give an illusion of a real, flickering candle.232 Primeau hoped the new 

luminaries would “encourage people to stop by and think about what happened on Dec. 

24, 1913, and it seems to be working.”233 The luminaries welcomed passerby to the 

Italian Hall Memorial Park, and had the ability to draw visitors in to see why the 

luminaries were there in the first place. Arguably, the luminaries used as part of the 

Christmas Eve Commemorative services are the most impactful, and one of the most 

well-known forms of memorialization and commemoration of the 1913 Italian Hall. 

 Ownership and control of the Italian Hall Memorial Park changed hands 

throughout the years. Park maintenance fell under the control of the Calumet-Laurium-

Keweenaw Rotary Club in 1987, and involved simple groundskeeping duties.234 
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Interestingly enough, one of the members of the CLK Rotary Club is quoted in a 

newspaper article saying: “‘This is a very fitting project for the CLK Rotary to 

undertake,’” because “‘We need to preserve the history of our area’s great copper boom 

for future generations’.”235 A statement like this contradicts the decision to demolish the 

Italian Hall in 1984. The Friends of Italian Hall worked hard to stir activism surrounding 

historic preservation locally, regionally, and even nationally, but again, to exclaim that 

the Italian Hall was “finally” demolished does not exactly line up. Then, for the rotary 

club to take on caring for and maintaining the Italian Hall Memorial Park because the 

park commemorates and memorializes a pivotal historical event in Calumet, it just seems 

as though, given the evidence, the Hall could have been saved from destruction.  

 Societies tend to mold traumatic or contested histories into versions and/or spaces 

that are more comfortable. However, without the Italian Hall Memorial, it is quite 

possible the commemorative efforts surrounding the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster would 

never have taken place if it was not for a concrete memorial space. In her book, The 

Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, Dolores Hayden explains that 

“identity is intimately tied to memory… Urban landscapes are storehouses for these 

social memories, because natural features such as hills or harbors, as well as streets, 

buildings, and patterns of settlement, frame the lives of many people and often outlast 

many lifetimes.”236 The Italian Hall was, indeed a reminder of the 1913 Italian Hall 

Disaster and the deaths of seventy-three people, but the Italian Hall Memorial frames the 
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Disaster into a different, easier narrative for people to grapple with. Hayden’s point about 

“urban landscapes” being “storehouses for these social memories”237 explains the 

feelings of embarrassment or even resentment towards the Italian Hall itself, because the 

history and memories of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster have stuck with the building for 

roughly seventy years. People associated the Italian Hall with trauma and loss of life. 

However, renovating the physical space of the Italian Hall into a memorial space allowed 

for Calumet townspeople to reconcile and commemorate a traumatic history within a 

space that allowed for, and was associated with, reflection and healing. 

 
 During these commemorative and memorialization efforts, the Memorial park, 

and more specifically, the reconstructed arch of Italian Hall serves as what Kirk Savage 

calls “the therapeutic monument.” A therapeutic monument is a monument, or memorial, 

that is “a flexible, multifaceted space in which ‘to evoke feelings and create memorable 

experiences’.”238 Typically, according to Savage, a “therapeutic monument” is some sort 

of component to the larger memorial or monument which lists the names of those 

affected by the event that the memorial was created for in the first place.239 At this stage 

of Italian Hall’s memorialization process, the memorial did not contain a component with 

the names of the victims of the Italian Hall Disaster, but did have the arch to the Italian 

Hall. Arguably, the arch itself serves as a therapeutic memorial because it is just the arch 

and an informative component. The arch was not reconstructed to make some sort of 
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image but was reconstructed to take the form of the arch that once stood above the 

entrance to Italian Hall. The memorial does not possess any sort of concrete meaning, and 

is expected to change and pose different meanings and interpretations to the people that 

visit it: “Some might decide that the best way to create a memorial that ‘evolves’ is to 

avoid the question of meaning altogether, to create a ‘neutral memorial that asks visitors 

to generate their own ‘personal and private’ interpretations of the event.”240 Visitors are 

allowed to experience the Italian Hall Memorial and Park on their own accord, apart from 

necessary pieces of historical information provided on signage to contextualize the event. 

The rest is up to the visitor how they want to interpret it. Taking into consideration the 

role of the therapeutic memorial, the Italian Hall Memorial has the absolute potential, if it 

hasn’t already, to be a therapeutic memorial and to aid the townspeople of Calumet 

through the remembrance and reconciliation process.  

 The “life” of the Italian Hall from its erection in 1908 to its demolition in 1984, 

followed with the creation of a new, therapeutic memorial in 1987, showcases an 

important shift in memorializing histories in public spaces. It shows a new interest in 

historic preservation with the formation of the activist group Friends of Italian Hall, to 

the clear tensions of memory throughout the town (to remember or to forget, which 

memory has merit to remain or disappear), to the ultimate decision to demolish the 

building. Many local newspapers made it seem as though the plan all along was to build a 

memorial, with comments from local folks like “it was talk, talk, talk for five years and 
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finally we have the deed”241 and “steps will be taken to preserve the archway … we 

would like to make a memorial out of the archway.”242 Recreating an infamous 

component of the Italian Hall into a powerful, ominous, and even therapeutic memorial 

was what citizens needed to do to reconcile and heal from a haunting past. Essentially, 

this space was reframed into a space that was more appropriate for memorialization. A 

proper memorial and plaque stood in the space, offering room to visit and reflect, and 

perhaps learn about the tragedy. The Italian Hall was not the right space to offer this 

experience or environment, because too many people associated the Italian Hall with the 

Christmas Eve Party and immense loss of life. An editorial published in the Copper 

Island Sentinel remarked that a memorial, “if it was tastefully done, this would be a much 

more attractive way to mark the site of the ‘Italian Hall Fire.’”243 It seemed to have felt 

more appropriate to remember the Italian Hall Disaster with a memorial space, rather 

than a building that was both used and forgotten about for roughly seventy years.  

The plan to incorporate the stone archway (that once stood above the stairs to 

Italian Hall) as the memorial focal point was, in short, just what the public required to 

finally face a past that was traumatic, controversial, and forgotten about. Taking the 

shape as a therapeutic memorial, a memorial that did not have any overt, positive, or 

prideful imagery allowed for folks to come into a space with no expectations or 
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requirements on how to think, feel, or process the traumatic history memorialized before 

them. Therapeutic memorials are simplistic, “a flexible, multifaceted space in which ‘to 

evoke feelings and create memorable experiences’ (to quote the mission statement for the 

Oklahoma City National Memorial.”244 Really all that makes up the Italian Hall memorial 

is the archway, commemorative, and informative plaques. Paul Connerton believes that 

any members of a society will have a memory that is considered a collective memory, 

and that “the memories of one generation [are] locked irretrievably, as it were, in the 

brains and bodies of that generation.”245 Since many people left Calumet after the Italian 

Hall Tragedy and copper mining strikes, the memories of the tragedy left along with 

them. Based on Connerton’s theory, the memories of the Italian Hall Tragedy were stuck 

with those impacted by the Italian Hall, folks who did not reside in Calumet. What the 

Italian Hall Memorial allowed for was a new generation of townspeople to essentially 

rebuild a collective memory together within a space they could claim as their own. 

Buildings do have the potential to be memorials, but Calumet needed to reconstruct the 

narrative that was associated with the Italian Hall that made it a bit easier to confront. 

Luckily, the impact and significance of the labor history and Italian Hall Tragedy 

in Calumet reached a national level. Several members of the town, including Reverend 

Robert Langseth, believed the Keweenaw Peninsula had enough merit to become a new 

branch of the National Park Service. The Keweenaw National Historical Park, signed into 
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Press, 2006): 41.  
245 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, 3.  



 

87  
 

law by Present George H.W. Bush in 1992, worked to preserve the history of the Italian 

Hall, mining and labor history, and the story of people (past and present) as well.  
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Chapter 4 
 

A Nationally Historic Addition: The Keweenaw National Historical 
Park 

 

 
 

Figure 7.  A sign welcoming visitors to the Keweenaw National Historical Park (Photo by author) 

“‘The Keweenaw … offers an opportunity to interpret an aspect of the intertwined stories 
of technological advancement and the growth of the American labor movement. In 
addition, the site offers opportunities to tell how immigrant labor; and a wide variety of 
ethnic groups, contributed to the growth and development of this country.’”246 
 

- Then-president of the National Parks and Conservation Association Paul 
Pritchard writing to U.S. Congressman Bruce Bento on July 20, 1992.  
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Introduction 
 
  At first, it was clear that the desire to preserve the Italian Hall and the traumatic, 

controversial history associated with the physical structure was strong. The Friends and 

their preservation efforts gained significant attention from locals and outsiders alike, and 

in turn, offered this small activist group both verbal and monetary support. In fact, the 

efforts of the Friends of the Italian Hall reached Washington, D.C.; the organization 

received a modest grant from the National Park Service. This support, unbeknownst at 

the time of these preservation efforts, provided insight to Calumet’s future ties with the 

National Park Service, and the Department of the Interior’s efforts to assist Calumet in 

preserving not only the history of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, but also the important 

and relevant history of Michigan’s Keweenaw Peninsula.   

Washington, D.C. meets Calumet, Michigan 

 In 1988, the United States Department of the Interior had their eyes on Calumet, 

Michigan for a new branch to the National Park Service. A group of local townspeople 

continued to push for the preservation of the Italian Hall and other components of 

Calumet’s history, and decided to reach out to Washington, D.C. for additional help. 

Members of the United States Department of the Interior would soon visit Calumet and 

help guide the town towards further reconciliation and memorialization through the 

creation of a new branch of the National Park Service: the Keweenaw National Historical 

Park.  

 On November 14, 1989, Roger Komula, a writer for the Daily Mining Gazette, 

reported on Secretary of the Interior Manuel Lujan, Jr.’s visit to Calumet for a dedication 
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ceremony of the Italian Hall Memorial Park.  At the dedication ceremony, Secretary 

Lujan reflected: “Let us mourn the deaths of those who perished but let us recommit 

ourselves to making our own lives as rich and as meaningful as they can be.”247 Secretary 

Lujan’s comments show his desires for Calumet to reflect and reconcile with their 

difficult past to progress forward into the future. Further, the presence of a prominent 

employee of the Department of the Interior arguably conveys the National Park Service’s 

interests in aiding towns along in the complex processes of historical preservation as well 

as an additional desire to preserve collective memory surrounding traumatic and 

controversial histories. Other government representatives attended the dedication 

ceremony, including Michigan Senator Carl Levin, who was instrumental in 

implementing the Keweenaw National Historical Park in Calumet.248 After the Italian 

Hall Memorial Park dedication ceremony, Lujan and other government officials paid 

visits to several historical locations throughout the Keweenaw as part of the 

implementation process of a new National Park Service branch, where Lujan later 

remarked that he was “‘very impressed by what I saw here today,’’ and that “‘The Park 

Service needs to do more testing.’”249 United States Representative Davis was quoted in 

the Gazette article by Roger Komula saying that establishing a branch of the National 

Park Service is difficult.250 It may have been difficult, but a group of dedicated residents 
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of Calumet recognized the importance of their local history and the potential it presents 

as a site of national significance. One resident in particular, Reverend Robert Langseth, 

spearheaded the efforts in connecting Calumet to Washington, D.C. And although the 

process was lengthy and difficult, Langseth and his team were incredibly successful in 

their efforts to help establish a branch of the National Park Service in Calumet, Michigan. 

 

Reverend Robert Langseth and the Keweenaw National Historical Park 

 Many Calumet locals played an important role in establishing the story of the 

1913 Italian Hall Disaster and Michigan Copper Mining strikes into a larger, national 

framework. One of those individuals was Reverend Robert Langseth. I sat down with 

Langseth and Celeste Jo Holt, historian for the Keweenaw National Historical Park, on 

August 13, 2021 to conduct an oral history interview.251 After meeting Langseth and 

conducting this interview, his passion for his town’s past is strong and the value history 

and his faith holds for him is every-present in his actions. 

 Langseth’s role in the community is, as he says quite candidly, is “to be older than 

dirt.”252 He rewinds his thoughts a bit and starts at the beginning with his personal ties to 

Calumet. After serving as a pastor in Marshfield, Wisconsin for several years, he was 

 
251 Note from the author: In the front-end planning report, one of the respondents noted how the 
story of Calumet, the strikes, and Italian Hall is about the people. Not including a story, or stories, 
from individuals in the community would have been a grand oversight. My hope is that this 
interview shows the power behind the relationship of the official and vernacular memory, and an 
excellent example of such a relationship gone right. People have a passion for history, and it 
should be recognized. 
252 Langseth and Martinsen interview, Aug 13, 2021, 1:22. 
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reassigned to a church in Calumet in November 1964.253 “I never anticipated anything 

like this,” he remarked.254  Langseth explained  that his faith serves as the foundation to 

his life, and one of the verses that is included in his foundation is found in Deuteronomy 

8:7-9, “For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land … a land where the rocks 

are iron and you can dig copper out of the hills.”255 When Langseth and his family 

arrived in Calumet, Calumet & Hecla were still in operation. Langseth provided another 

verse found in the book of Jeremiah, one that instructs the people of God to seek the well-

being of other people, because there, you can find the purpose God has for you. He 

explains that he was brought to Calumet not for his own well-being, but for the care and 

well-being of other people, which has been reflected through his work and care in the 

church and in the community, preservation of Italian Hall included.  

 Another important role Langseth serves is to “speak truth to power,”256 something 

that carried into his duties as the “chairperson for the committee seeking a National 

Park,” a position in which he held for five years.257 Langseth explains that Ventures, a 

research and for-profit group, turned their attention to this desire and conducted a 

research study in the Keweenaw. However, the report missed the mark, as it focused far 

more on the Quincy Mine units rather than Calumet. Because of this, Langseth and Paul 

Lehto (another important town figure) garnered support and put together a group of 

sixteen different people and/or organizations all across the Keweenaw that over the 
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course of five years met to state their reasonings and research as to why Calumet was a 

worthy host of a branch of the National Park Service. Over the course of those five years, 

Langseth had the opportunity and experience of testifying in front of Congress four 

different times. It was at that time Langseth met Michigan Senator Carl Levin and the 

two men bonded over their love of labor history.258 

 There were two major events Langseth notes as being pivotal in establishing a 

branch of the National Park Service in Calumet. The first event he recalls is the moment 

when the concepts of the future park started to become clearer. It was about two and a 

half to three years into the push for a park when Langseth and Ed Koeppel flew to 

Washington, D.C. According to Langseth, the Department of the Interior was still 

incredibly hesitant on establishing a branch in Calumet; they did not quite understand the 

importance, as well as the “components and partnerships as citizens.”259 As Koeppel and 

Langseth sat down for a meal, Koeppel ended up drawing a circle and split it into several 

different sections in order to give a visual to the unique and important stories the future 

park would serve to tell (some of those stories would be about Indigenous communities, 

immigrant, and labor history). Langseth remembers them taking this diagram with them 

to their meeting with an individual with the National Park Service, and that was when the 

story literally began to come together. “Now he had a vision much bigger than a copper 

mine shaft, a whole story to tell, not just a story of red metal.”260 The National Park 

Service did not fully understand what was significant about another copper mining region 

 
258 Langseth and Martinsen interview, Aug 13, 2021. 10:45 
259 Ibid., 11:53 
260 Ibid., 12:51 
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in the United States, but Koeppel’s Venn Diagram drawing helped the National Park 

Service see that this story was multi-faceted, one that involved immigration and ethnic 

communities, Native Americans, and labor. There was now a clear connection of local 

and national history.261 

 That vision carried on to future meetings, especially to what Langseth believes 

was the most significant moment, the “final one.” Senator Levin instructed Langseth on 

what he needed to prepare for his testimony for a park in front of Congress. Langseth 

prepared a ten-minute speech, and even had the help from a speech writer, and revised his 

work about five times. He was to be third on the agenda, but to the surprise of few, other 

business came up and Langseth’s agenda spot was moved lower on the list. He felt like 

he would not have time to make his case: “my ten minutes wouldn’t cut it,”262 he said. 

He remembered how he “obliterated” his speech, but then suddenly decided to take a 

different approach that ended up convincing the senators to establish a new National Park 

Service branch. 

 “Senators,” Langseth said. “You can read what I wrote. But I want to tell you a 

story. This is about a copper story.”263 Langseth then told the senators a story of an 

immigrant woman names Saima Pahjala Ryding, a Finnish immigrant who settled in 

Calumet with her husband:  

Ryding, a Finnish woman, grew up working as a dairy maker and later, as a maid 

 
261 There is a discrepancy in this story regarding who drew the Venn Diagram. The 2017 issue of 
“The Keweenaw Guide,” a small newspaper published by the Keweenaw National Historical 
Park, includes a story about the park’s creation from Langseth. He tells the story of how the park 
was created, but says Burt Boyum was the one who drew the diagram.  
262 Langseth and Martinsen interview, Aug 13,, 2021. 15:11 
263 Langseth and Martinsen interview, Aug 13, 2021. 15:33 
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for the “depot agent.” It was the year 1916, and Ryding heard mention of a war 

going on, one that was moving fast toward Finland with “Russian soldiers already 

stationed at the borders.” A family member in America purchased Ryding a ticket, 

so that she may take a boat ride to safety in the United States. For three days, 

Ryding and other people waited anxiously for their ship to finish repairs, and as 

the boat left shore, Ryding recalls how the ship had to navigate through dangerous 

mines. For sixteen days, Saima was on the ship headed to the United States. 

“While still two days out, the light from the Statue of Liberty was sighted. 

Everyone rushed to the deck. Among the crying and laughing, the band struck up 

and she heard for the first time the music ‘My Country ‘Tis of Thee.’”264 

 
 Langseth concludes Salma’s story. “It was a huge risk to do that,”265 he says. 

However, adding a humanistic component to the proposal and testimony is what 

solidified the future new branch of the National Park Service. Langseth recalls in his oral 

history interview how moved the senators were, one to the point of tears. Senator 

Bumpers endorsed the new park proposal, and the proposal made its way through the rest 

of Congress. The new park, the Keweenaw National Historical Park, was signed into law 

on October 27th, 1992 by President George H.W. Bush, as Public Law 102-543 for the 

intent of: 

(1) preserving the nationally significant historical and cultural sites, structures, 
and districts of a portion of the Keweenaw Peninsula in the State of Michigan for 
the education, benefit, and inspiration of present and future generations; and (2) to 
interpret the historic synergism between the geological, aboriginal, sociological, 
cultural technological, and corporate forces that relate the story of copper on the 
Keweenaw Peninsula.266 

 
264 “1916 – Draft Dodgers and the Statue of Liberty,” Immigrant Stories: Copper Country Settlers 
1845-1916, interview conducted by Rev. Robert V. Langseth in 1975 and 2001. Page 7-8.  
265 Langseth and Martinsen interview, Aug 13, 2021. 18:44 
266 U.S. Congress, House, An Act To establish the Keweenaw National Historical Park, and for 
other purposes, 102d Cong., signed Oct.. 27, 1992. Page 3570. 
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 The new law contained a numbered list of “findings and purposes,” and each 

number tied back to Langseth’s testimony and story in from of the Senators and other 

governmental members, as well as the Venn Diagram that was drawn that morning at 

breakfast.267 Three of the findings have to do with the Keweenaw’s significance as a 

copper mining region, with one quote reporting that “this volcanic activity produced the 

only place on Earth where large scale economically recoverable 97 percent pure native 

copper is found.”268 Other findings mention the role Native American tribes had within 

the origins of copper mining in the Keweenaw, the influence Keweenaw copper mining 

had on the rest of the nation, Michigan Technological University’s role within the region, 

the impact different immigrant populations had, and how notable “corporate-sponsored 

community planning” was.269  Langseth phoned Senator Levin, where both men shared 

their excitement and joy for the creation of the Keweenaw National Historical Park.  

 As discussed in chapters prior, the Calumet City Council decided to tear down 

Italian Hall. It was Dale Kolski that decided to save the pieces of the archway following 

the demolition, with the desire to incorporate them into a future component to a memorial 

park. After the demolition, Langseth and Kolski had a conversation about the two lots 

that stood on either side of the Italian Hall site. Kolski suggested that both lots (which 

were still owned by the Friends of Italian Hall) be turned over to the Village, leaving the 

whole Italian Hall site under the control of the Village of Calumet. I asked Langseth: “Do 

 
267 U.S. Congress, House, An Act To establish the Keweenaw National Historical Park, and for 
other purposes, 102d Cong., signed Oct.. 27, 1992. Page 3569.  
268 Ibid. 
269 Ibid.  
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you think it would be more powerful of a space if the Italian Hall was still there?” 

“Absolutely, one hundred percent,” Langseth replied. “But this was before we became a 

National Park.”270 “We had no idea that that building would be that critical within the 

park movement.”271 

The Keweenaw National Historical Park and the Italian Hall Memorial  

The Keweenaw National Historical Park has an important influence on the future 

of the Italian Hall Memorial Park, but it is necessary to remember that the National Park 

Service does not own, or control, the historic site. One of the roles of such a public 

history institution is to work together with a history’s stakeholders, that is, the group or 

groups of individuals that contribute to the collective memory of said history.  

 For example, in January 2011, the Keweenaw National Park Service facilitated a 

“Front-end Planning Report” about the Italian Hall Memorial Park. The report was 

prepared by Wells Resources, Inc., out of Fort Collins, Colorado. This planning report 

resulted in a comprehensive collection of “pre-planning interviews and discussions with 

historians and local citizens to inform an enhanced re-design of the Italian Hall site in 

Calumet, Michigan.”272 In the report’s introduction, it is clearly stated that this is a 

collaborative project between the Keweenaw National Historical Park and Calumet, with 

a shared goal “to upgrade the interpretation at this site and to create a respectful and 

meaningful memorial in downtown Calumet.”273 The overall purpose of this report was 

 
270 Robert Langseth Interview with Emily Martinsen, Aug 13, 2021. 37:53 
271 Ibid.,. 38:07 
272 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells Resources, 
Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 4. 
273 Ibid. 
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to facilitate discussions about what sort of addition should accompany the Italian Hall 

Memorial. 

 In the past, the National Park Service has fallen short of interpretive efforts 

(outlined in the famous report, Imperiled Promise), omitting difficult or controversial 

details to well-known histories. While the National Park Service has made significant 

improvements to accurately portray and present important components of United States 

History, the organization continues to face scrutiny, and the Keweenaw National 

Historical Park is no exception to this. Some townspeople were pleased with the 

establishment of a National Park Service site in Calumet, as the park helped tourism and 

worked to assist in the preservation of the Copper Country. However, some residents, and 

even outsiders, have expressed their disapproval of the presence of a federal government 

body in a small town like Calumet. According to Jo Holt, the historian at KNHP, Steve 

Lehto, author of a popular history about the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster titled Death’s 

Door: The Truth Behind Michigan’s Largest Mass Murder, wrote about his disapproval 

of the Keweenaw National Historical Park’s involvement in the preservation and 

presentation of the IHD, claiming that the Park is not “telling the whole story” in the 

signage at the Italian Hall Memorial. However, the signage developed by the Keweenaw 

National Historical Park actually points visitors to the Michigan historical marker on the 

property for additional information to fully contextualize the event. The deeply rooted 

grievance that Lehto has is big government’s hand in a small town, and a fear that the 

“true history” and details of the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy will not be given justice. Other 

people worried about the National Park’s involvement in Calumet, too. This difference in 
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opinion, for or against park assistance, is seen in the early 200s, when the Friends of 

Italian Hall made the decision to deed the lots on either side of the memorial to the 

Keweenaw National Historical Park.  

In my interview with Rev. Langseth, he explains how Dave Kolski suggested that 

both lots be put under the control of the Village of Calumet.274 Robert Langseth gave me 

copies of some documents that came out of Friends of Italian Hall Meetings, including 

correspondence with a lawyer, summary notes, and the minutes from a meeting on 

September 25, 2009, when the decision was made to transfer the land that the Friends 

controlled at the memorial site, to the National Park Service. These documents tell why 

the Friends voted to turn their ownership over to the park and the Friends group 

member’s opinions on such action. Most members were excited and for the idea of 

transferring the lots to the National Park Service, but Vice President of Friends of Italian 

Hall, Peggy Germain, was strongly against such action. In an undated statement (that was 

later fixed to the minutes of the meeting held on September 25, 2009), Germain explained 

why she believed the lots should not be turned over to the Keweenaw National Historical 

Park: 

At the present time I am adamantly opposed to a park takeover, inasmuch as there 

would be no need for the Park personnel to interpret the site using our input. This 

is too hasty a decision to be made without studying the ramifications first. 

Second, the monies to purchase the properties and the residue in the Treasury 

came from the people; and I believe that because it is our town, our State, our 

history, and our monies the power should also remain with the people, not the 

 
274 Robert Langseth Interview with Emily Martinsen, Aug 13, 2021. 37:53 
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Federal government”275  

 

Ibelieve Germain was concerned about the history of the Italian Hall becoming 

muddled by a government body. Her comment about the funds raised has validity, as I 

am sure she wanted to make sure that money raised was stewarded well. On September 

15, 2009, Langseth sent correspondence to John Berryman, an attorney, about bylaws in 

place that allow the Friends of Italian Hall to hold the land. Langseth explained that “the 

President and Secretary-Treasurer both want to donate the two parcels plus the balance of 

around $1,600 to the national park for permanent care and oversight. The Vice President 

is opposed.”276 In the attached “proposed resolution,” it is outlined that the “National 

Park Service has entered into an agreement with the Village of Calumet for Lot 9, which 

is between the aforementioned lots, and upon which the Memorial Arch is located, with 

the commitment to help preserve the lot ‘for the education, benefit, and inspiration of 

present and future generations.’”277 The Keweenaw National Historical Park was 

dedicated to assisting Calumet with preserving the history of the Italian Hall, and the 

Friends of Italian Hall knew the Italian Hall memorial was “widely recognized as being 

of national significance and is a major part of the rationale for Congress to create the 

 
275 Statement from Peggy Germain about Italian Hall Lots and NPS, date unknown, in larger 
packet “Friends of the Italian Hall Transfer their properties to the Advisory Commission of the 
Keweenaw National Historical Park, September 25, 2009. Page 9.  
276  Copy of Robert Langseth letter to attorney John Berryman, written Sept. 15, 2009. Letter in 
larger packet titled “Friends of the Italian Hall Transfer their properties to the Advisory 
Commission of the Keweenaw National Historical Park, September 25, 2009. Page 3. 
277   “Proposed Resolution,” in “Friends of the Italian Hall Transfer their properties to the 
Advisory Commission of the Keweenaw National Historical Park, September 25, 2009. Page 4.  
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Keweenaw National Historical Park.”278 The lots on either side of the Italian Hall 

Memorial were now the responsibility of the park.  

What the National Park Service is tasked with is being the nation’s “largest 

outdoor classroom”279, and their job is to teach about, and preserve the past through 

visitor’s centers, museums, tours, and more. That is not to say, though, that the National 

Park Service has had its fair share of challenges and scrutiny when it comes to presenting 

and preserving history for public consumption; disappointingly, history “has been 

imperiled by the agency’s weak support for its history workforce, by agency structures 

that confine history in isolated silos, by longstanding funding deficiencies, by often 

narrow and static conceptions of history’s scope, and by timid interpretation.”280  

 Although the National Park Service faced numerous complicated challenges and 

issues since the organization’s very creation in 1916, I argue that the efforts of staff at the 

Keweenaw National Historical Park to preserve the history of the Copper Country, and 

the history of Italian Hall in Calumet, have met the initial “promise” made at the NPS 

very creation in 1916 by providing an avenue of opportunity for an important local 

difficult history to earn its rightful place as a history of larger, national significance.  

Front-end Planning Report Information and Findings 

Methodologies  

 
278 “To: Commission Members, RE: Friends of the Italian Hall from Bob Langseth,” Sept. 24, 
2009, “Friends of the Italian Hall Transfer their properties to the Advisory Commission of the 
Keweenaw National Historical Park, September 25, 2009. Page 5.  
279 Anne Mitchel Whisnant, Marla R. Miller, Gary B. Nash and David Thelen, “Imperiled  
Promise: The State of History in the National Park Service,” Organization of American 
Historians,  (2011): 5. 
280 Ibid.  
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 The Keweenaw National Historical Park implemented three methods and 

strategies while completing the planning report for the Italian Hall Memorial Park. First, 

the Park conducted a series of interviews with five, carefully chosen historians that were 

familiar with the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster and the labor strike, both “objective and 

professional,” and lastly recognized “the value of fairly balancing the interpretation of 

this topic at this site.”281 These interviews, Park staff hoped, would reveal any sort of 

themes and ideas that should be incorporated into the future site, any “perceived notions 

about facts and stories to include and/or leave out of the interpretation,” and any “design 

and memorializing ideas for the site.”282 In addition, the Park hosted a “historian 

roundtable,” in which individuals were chosen based on their knowledge of the IHD and 

labor strike, “respect the value of fairly balancing the interpretation of this topic,, and feel 

encouraged to participate in a brainstorming session for different ideas regarding a new 

memorial park design.283 The difference between the interviews and the roundtable was 

the type of interactions the participants had with other individuals. First, it was an 

isolated experience between the historian and the employee. Next, it was a more 

cohesive, group experience. The Park also hosted a “public discussion group” composed 

of different members of the town that the Park thought would be interested and wanted to 

be a part of the project. The public forum served relatively the same purpose as the 

interviews and roundtable, it was now just a group of local people that were not 

 
281 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells 
 Resources, Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 5. 
282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
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necessarily historians by trade.284 Lastly, to supplement these public experiences, Park 

staff conducted their own separate research by reading and analyzing information about 

similar interpretive projects that have grappled with how to respectfully, and accurately 

convey, traumatic histories.285  These three experiences helped formulate findings that 

the Keweenaw National Historical Park utilized to make additions to the Italian Hall 

Memorial Park.  

Notable Findings 

 The three methodologies the Park implemented helped to reveal important 

components surrounding the labor strike, 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, and the (at the time) 

current Italian Hall Memorial Park that would be included in later additions to the historic 

site. One of the responsibilities a Public Historian has is to identify any and all 

stakeholders in the history and collective memory you are looking to interpret. According 

to the report, “most all respondents agreed that there are two primary target audiences for 

IHMP: (a) local residents, and (b) out-of-town visitors,” with “local residents” being “the 

primary audience.”286 One participant believed local residents need something in this 

park that would provide a change to heal and reconcile with the events of the Disaster, 

and another remarked that many residents “still have personal connections to the actual 

Italian Hall incident, to the events of the strike, and/or the lives of the miners and their 

families who lived here at the turn of the twentieth century.287   

 
284 Ibid. 
285 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells 
 Resources, Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 6. 
286 Ibid. 
287 Ibid. 
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On February 27, 1988, members of the National Park Service visited the 

Keweenaw Peninsula and toured the region, including Calumet. An article about the visit 

that was published in the Daily Mining Gazette remarked: “Even with the cold 

temperatures and blowing snow, the park service team was given a warm reception by 

every merchant and building owner the members saw on their tours.”288 However, some 

townspeople felt the opposite about the Italian Hall Disaster and felt a strong desire to 

forget and essentially move on.289 As a result, it was decided that “the interpretive 

context for the IHMP should balance the visitors need for the overall story and context 

with the local’s need for memorializing the death of 73 people who were a part of the rich 

local history.”290 One way in which the Keweenaw National Historical Park is fulfilling 

its promise to its constituents is recognizing people’s perceptions of the presence of the 

National Park Service in the Keweenaw. The report states “not everyone in the local 

community is supportive of the National Park Service and/or the way Park funds are 

allocated. In some cases, the Park is perceived as the new paternalism.”291 When 

interpreting and presenting a difficult history such as the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, it is 

crucial to establish a relationship and a feeling of trust and respect due to the fact that the 

history being told is a sensitive and contested topic. If that history is not portrayed 

accurately, the relationship between the Park and the local community risked tension and 

 
288 Mary Sue Dettloff, “Proposed national park toured,” Daily Mining Gazette, Feb. 27, 1988. 
Newspaper clipping included in Keweenaw National Historical Park Visitor Center exhibit, 
accessed Aug 19, 2021.  
289 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells Resources, 
Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 7. 
290 Ibid., page 8. 
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possible feelings of animosity. Because of this risk, the report recommends “engaging 

local individuals and organizations in the development and maintenance of the new 

IHMP is strongly recommended.”292 

 Another component to the Front-end Planning Report was a lengthy list of ideas 

that stakeholders had for the memorial park. Many participants mentioned that some part 

of the new addition should at least mention the names and ages of the victims of the 1913 

Italian Hall Disaster because “ethnic diversity was important here.”293 Others suggested 

some sort of memorial to be on the property, one “that evokes the sadness and the fact 

that 73 people died here.”294  Another suggestion related to the Italian Hall arch that 

already stood on the property. “‘The arch is a focal point;’ someone remarked, ‘you don’t 

want to get rid of it’.”295  

 In a section titled “Implications and Recommendations” regarding “Overall 

Approach and Design Ideas,” the report notes that “discussants felt that this park is the 

best place to tell the story of the incident, but they also felt strongly that the park should 

reserve a place just for remembering the victims.”296 In his work, Remaking America: 

Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century, John Bodnar 

discusses a relatively similar situation about the process of construction a memorial 

dedicated to veterans who taught in the Vietnam War. The front-end planning report for 

 
292 Ibid. 
293 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells 
 Resources, Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 10. 
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the Italian Hall Memorial Park actually mentions the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial as a 

model to follow, and there are noticeable similarities in style between the new addition to 

the park and the memorial in Washington, D.C. The front-end planning report conducted 

by the Keweenaw National Historical Park, went through a similar planning process, as 

participants noted a need for a historical component to the memorial park, but also a 

place that allowed for “contemplation and reflection” of the events that took place at the 

location of the tragedy.297  

 The following section of the front-end planning report suggests a variety themes 

to incorporate throughout the interpretation of the Italian Hall Memorial Park site. 

Participants brainstormed themes as well as relevance to certain issues that were taking 

place at the time of the planning and subsequent implementation of the memorial.298 

Unknowingly, participants, park employees, and others involved in this project 

brainstormed ways that the Italian Hall Memorial Park could be a “Site of Conscience.” 

According to the organization’s website, a “Site of Conscience” is a historic location 

(usually one of great trauma, controversy, or sadness) that is actively utilized in order to 

preserve the memory, or memories, associated with it.299 Sites of Conscience are a part of 

a larger organization called the “International Coalition of Sites of Conscience and each 

site is “united by their common commitment to connect past to present, memory to 

 
297 “Front-end Planning Report Italian Hall Memorial Park Calumet, Michigan,” Wells 

 Resources, Inc. Fort Collings: Wells Resources, Inc., 2011, page 12. 
298 Ibid., page 13. 
299 International Coalition of Sites of Conscience, “About Us,” Accessed December 5, 2022,  

https://www.sitesofconscience.org/en/who-we-are/about-us/. 



 

107  
 

action.”300 

 Today, however, the Italian Hall Memorial Park is not considered a Site of 

Conscience; the Keweenaw National Historical Park is. The Italian Hall Memorial Park 

has great potential as a Site of Conscience; however, it is not completely clear as to how 

the Keweenaw could be considered a Site.  The Park’s website notes a connection 

between immigrants seeking better opportunities for work and life in the United States 

during the Progressive Era to similar situations taking place present day.301 While this 

reasoning has some merit, it would arguably make most sense for heritage sites 

associated with the Keweenaw National Historical Park to be classified as sites of 

conscience, like the Italian Hall Memorial park site. A list of the different Sites of 

Conscience located throughout the United States appear to relate to histories that are 

traumatic, controversial, or even contested; the entire Keweenaw National Historical Park 

does not fall under this umbrella of difficult history, but perhaps the history of the 1913-

1914 labor strike and the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster do. 

Final Results 

In 2018, the Italian Hall Memorial received a new addition to the park. A large 

black granite marker, etched with the names and ages of those who died in the 1913 

Italian Hall Disaster, took the spot of the Michigan Historical Marker under the arch.302 

 
300 Ibid.  
301 Keweenaw National Historical Park, “Site of Conscience,” National Park Service, last  
modified June 5, 2022, https://www.nps.gov/kewe/site-of-conscience.htm. 
302 Graham Jaehnig, “Rest In Place: Italian Hall monument etches disaster in stone,” Daily 
Mining Gazette, Nov. 6, 2018. Copper Country Vertical File: Disasters - Italian Hall Disaster - 
1913. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
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The historical marker was moved near the entrance to the park, so visitors could read a 

synopsis about the event when first visiting the memorial. After the Keweenaw National 

Historical Park planted roots in Calumet, employees began to assist with the preservation, 

commemoration, and memorialization of Italian Hall’s history. Today, the Keweenaw 

National Historical Park owns the two lots next to the memorial,303 and installed a 

wayside containing information about the 1913-1914 labor strike and the 1913 Italian 

Hall Disaster. 

 

 
303 Graham Jaehnig, “Rest In Place: Italian Hall monument etches disaster in stone,” Daily 
Mining Gazette, Nov. 6, 2018. Copper Country Vertical File: Disasters - Italian Hall Disaster - 
1913. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 
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Mike Lahti, chairman of the Italian Hall Memorial Park Committee, explained 

that the new addition to the memorial would allow for further commemorative and 

memorialization of the 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, as a “dedication ceremony” would take 

place sometime later in the month304 (This article was written in early November). Lahti 

also added “the National Park Service, which owns the property on either side of the 

Italian Hall site, have beautifully landscaped the entire site with trees and shrubbery, and 

 
304 Graham Jaehnig, “Rest In Place: Italian Hall monument etches disaster in stone,” Daily 
Mining Gazette, Nov. 6, 2018. Copper Country Vertical File: Disasters - Italian Hall Disaster - 
1913. Michigan Tech Archives and Copper Country Historical Collections. 

Figure 8.  Alexander Mentzel reads a wayside installed by the Keweenaw 
National Historical Park, located at the Italian Hall Memorial Park, August 13, 

2021 (Photo by author). 
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it is a place now for quiet reflection and remembrance.”305 The memorial itself is cared 

for, and curated by the town of Calumet, and allows for a collaborative relationship 

between locals and larger-scale government entities. It allows for a more cohesive history 

to be showcased at a shared location, without the control of one body over another.  

The role of the National Park Service is not to take charge in showcasing 

important national histories but to work collaboratively with the individuals in which this 

history has impacted. Both the town/village of Calumet and the Keweenaw National 

Historical Park have worked together to formulate a collective memory that tells the story 

of the Italian Hall, 1913 Italian Hall Disaster, as well as the 1913-1914 Michigan Labor 

strikes. However, some who have done previous research on the Italian Hall and the 

Disaster have accused the National Park Service of “not telling the whole story” when it 

comes to the events of the disaster.  The National Park Service, however, is doing what is 

in their purview as far as historical interpretation and preservation allows them too.  

Public History institutions often work collaboratively with other institutions and local 

entities, to ensure that no one group is having an unfair say in the formation of a 

collective set of memories surrounding a historical event or memorialization of said 

event. As outlined in a famous study called Imperiled Promise, the National Park Service 

has been infamous for glossing over or completely omitting difficult histories. Before the 

Italian Hall Memorial Park could receive its new addition, money had to be raised as this 

was no cheap memorialization effort. For example, on October 8, 2017, a fundraiser was 

held and was known as the “Italian Hall Victims’ Memorial Monument Benefit,” in 
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which people could listen to musicians and performers, fellowship over food and coffee, 

and raise money to go towards the new addition to the Monument.306 Since the creation 

and implementation of the Keweenaw National Historical Park in Calumet, Michigan, the 

National Park Service has intentionally transformed the history of the 1913-1914 Labor 

strikes from a local history, to a much larger, national significance. The CLK Rotary 

Club continues to sponsor a Christmas Eve memorial ceremony, lighting seventy-three 

luminaries that line the brick walkway to the Italian Hall memorial, with many visitors in 

attendance each year.  

 2013 was an important year in terms of bringing the community together and 

fostering closure. This year was the one-hundredth anniversary of the Michigan copper 

miners’ strike and Italian Hall Tragedy, and the towns of Calumet, Houghton, and 

Hancock, Michigan, were committed to commemorating their past. During the one-

hundredth year commemoration, there were events that took place at the memorial, public 

discussions led by historians, programs put on by the Keweenaw National Historical 

Park, the creation of a website dedicated to the historic anniversary, and a public viewing 

of a documentary titled “1913 Massacre” at the Calumet Theater.307 With all of these 

events taking place throughout a sizeable area of  the Keweenaw Peninsula, it is safe to 

conclude that these commemorative events worked to bring the community closer 

together and push efforts of reconciliation and finally fostered closure. The “1913 

 
306 “Italian Hall Victims’ Memorial Benefit Concert”, program pamphlet. Courtesy of Joanne 
Thomas. 
307 Lindsey Hiltunen, “Cultural Memory and the Power of Place: One Hundred Years of 
Remembering the Italian Hall Tragedy and the 1913-1914 Michigan Copper Strike” (Masters 
thesis, 2014), 103.  
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Massacre” documentary, directed by New York filmmakers Ken Ross and Louis V. 

Galdieri, provided healing, instilled peace, and resulted in locals feeling proud of their 

town and the film.308 Ken and Ross explained to me in an informal Zoom meeting that 

their goal behind the documentary film was not to focus on the details of the 1913 

Tragedy, but to provide an accurate telling of the peoples’ stories, their lives, and their 

connections. It is a history of immigration and labor that connects to today.309 It is a 

lasting connection, at that.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
308 Ken Ross and Louis V. Galdieri, in conversation with the author over Zoom about their 
experience filming their documentary, “1913 Massacre,” August 18, 2021.  
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Conclusion 
 

The Italian Hall Memorial – Today 
 

Memorials and monuments have had the power to solidify important historical 

events and figures in stone, in the fabric of our nation’s history, for years to follow. 

Memorials are created to spark remembrance of someone, or something, and suggests 

work needs to be done to not forget such a significant moment in time. The Italian Hall 

memorial speaks to this statement, and is a moving, public space that matches Kirk 

Savage’s classification of a therapeutic monument. According to Savage, a therapeutic 

monument (and in this case, a memorial) is a tangible public space that “embraces both 

the reality of individual suffering and the collective significance of that suffering.”310 

This shift in memorialization and the utilization of public space, which took place in the 

1980s, ushered in a new way to preserve history and instilled a revelation throughout 

national audiences that inspired people to think about difficult and traumatic pasts that 

tell our nation’s history, in addition to patriotic and victorious historical narratives. The 

memorial, and the history behind it, are imperative to not only Calumet (where the 

tragedy took place) but to the national story of early twentieth century labor struggles in 

the United States. The 1913 Tragedy connects local stories to national patterns, and the 

telling of this past remains relevant today.  

 
310 Kirk Savage,” Trauma, Healing and the Therapeutic Monument,” in Terror, Culture, Politics: 
Rethinking 9/11, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Terry Nardin (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2006): 42.  
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While the Keweenaw Peninsula appears rather desolate and remote in comparison 

to the rest of the United States, its connections to the nation could not be stronger. 

Indigenous tribes called the peninsula home for years before European settlement made 

its way to this Upper Michigan Region. The Keweenaw Peninsula boasts several 

resources but most significant was its abundance of copper, which later created a mining 

empire that placed the region on the national radar. At one point, the Keweenaw 

Peninsula was one of the largest suppliers of copper in the nation.311 However, the desire 

for more- more copper, money, and profit - transformed this once-promising enterprise 

that supposedly cared for its workers (showcased in its corporate paternalistic 

framework) into a capitalistic machine that prioritized profit over safety and well-being 

of its workers. Unionizing and striking was imminent, and on July 23, 1913, Keweenaw 

copper miners set down their tools, left the mines, and went on strike. Striking and 

unionizing was hard, tiring work, as demands for higher pay, reasonable hours, and safe 

working environments were grossly ignored by bosses across the region. In Chapter One, 

Keweenaw in Context, it is clear how many similarities dotted late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century labor history. Such similarities are alluded to in other works about the 

Michigan copper mining conflicts, and these historic trends are no stranger to other 

historians who specialize in this area, either.  

On December 24, 1913, striking miners and families gathered in the Italian Hall, a 

benevolent society in downtown Calumet, for a Christmas celebration. This tragedy 

 
311 Gary Kaunonen and Aaron Goings, Community in Conflict: A Working-Class History of the 
1914-14 Michigan Copper Strike and the Italian Hall Tragedy (East Lansing: Michigan State 
University Press, 2013), 4. 



 

115  
 

changed the trajectory of the mining strike and permanently impacted the local and 

national labor narrative for the course of time. The culprit who shouted, “FIRE,”, was 

never caught, and the strikers buried their loved ones and continued to strike on. 

However, the memory of the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy quickly faded away from memory 

and faced permanent exclusion and erasure from the fabric of the local and national story.  

Luckily, singer/songwriter and radical labor activist Woody Guthrie recognized 

the urgency behind the preservation of the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy. Lindsey Hiltunen 

explains that Guthrie’s song, “1913 Massacre” “brought the topic of the 1913 strike and 

its implications back into the national and local consciousness.”312 Guthrie realized the 

relevance the 1913 Tragedy had on both spheres of local and national significance, even 

with the amount of time that had elapsed between the horrific Christmas Eve celebration 

and when the song was written in 1942. The time between did not matter, but what did 

matter was “relighting the candle of memory.”313 

Unfortunately, this candle flickered, and the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy faded 

away once again. It was not until the 1970s, that Keweenaw residents finally tackled this 

tragic and controversial past that had remained in the very fabric of the town. The Italian 

Hall had been utilized for a variety of town gatherings, but no one wished to confront the 

darker side that this structure held. In 1981, the Friends of Italian Hall was born, a local 

activist group with the goal of preserving the Italian Hall, and its history, for generations 

 
312 Lindsey Hiltunen, “Cultural Memory and the Power of Place: One Hundred Years of 
Remembering the Italian Hall Tragedy and the 1913-1914 Michigan Copper Strike” (Masters 
thesis, 2014), 6.  
313 Ibid.  
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to come. The group worked tirelessly to raise funds and support for the hall’s place in the 

cityscape and local historical narrative, but unfortunately, a decision was made at a city 

council meeting to demolish the hall. Some argued that the hall was a safety threat and 

would cost too much money to repair and save, while many believed that the memory of 

the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy was just too painful and controversial of a past and it 

needed to literally be demolished. Luckily, a sort of compromise was reached: the 

Friends, along with members of the city council, agreed to transform the building’s 

rubble into a new memorial space. Perhaps the demolition of the building provided a 

clean slate, a way for folks to grapple with the horrible past that plagued Calumet, and to 

reconcile a way forward, accepting and incorporating this story into its local fabric and 

catapulting it into a significantly national story. Transforming rubble into a meaningful 

memorial allowed citizens to reconfigure past hurts and controversies into present 

reconciliations in the form of a memorial that “frames questions rather than answers, still 

leaving room for understanding to evolve.”314 The Italian Hall Memorial Park was 

finished in 1987 and stands on the grounds of the former Italian Hall. Memorial practices, 

and overall significance, do not stop here.  

In 1988, the National Park Service toured Calumet and the Keweenaw Peninsula, 

with a new national park branch in mind. Longtime resident and historical activist, 

Reverend Robert Langseth, championed a movement to solidify Calumet’s national 

significance in the form of a new National Park Service branch. The Keweenaw National 

 
314 Kirk Savage, “Trauma, Healing and the Therapeutic Monument,” in Terror, Culture, Politics: 
Rethinking 9/11, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Terry Nardin (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2006): 45.  



 

117  
 

Historical Park was signed into law by President George H.W. Bush in 1992, and the 

park took its place in the national conversations includes stories of immigration, mining, 

labor, indigenous history, and more. The 1913 Tragedy, and Italian Hall memorial park, 

are important chapters to this much larger, significant past and help showcase the national 

significance and place in the national labor story that it deserved years ago.  

Today, the Keweenaw National Historical Park remains a powerful, helpful, and 

guiding voice in Calumet and the greater Keweenaw Peninsula. The park is not your 

typical national park, as it is a component of the built environment which surrounds it. 

With a visitor center in an old gathering place, and park headquarters in former mining 

offices, this labor past comes to life with the goal of bringing the past into the present. 

The Keweenaw National Historical Park is a partner of the town of Calumet and assists 

in preserving and telling the story of the 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy and helps maintain the 

public park space. The park does not have ownership over this history but works to help 

the town through any sort of reconciliation process and general understanding of what 

took place so many years ago. 

The Keweenaw National Historical Park actively pursues ways to confirm its 

place within the national story. The park is a member of the International Coalition of 

Sites of Conscience, an esteemed organization that consists of a multitude of sights and 

spaces across the globe, working together to preserve painful and controversial pasts for 

present and future understandings of progress and relevance to the world today. However, 

it is not quite clear why the Keweenaw National Historical Park is a site of conscience. 

According to the Keweenaw National Historical Park’s website, and the definition from 
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the Sites of Conscience website, a site of conscience “is a place of memory – such as a 

historic site, place-based museum, or memorial – that prevents this erasure from 

happening in order to ensure a more just and humane future. Not only do Sites of 

Conscience provide safe spaces to remember and preserve even the most traumatic 

memories, but they enable their visitors to make connections between the past and related 

contemporary human rights issues.”315 

Does this mean the Keweenaw National Historical Park, in its entirety, is a Site of 

Conscience? Or are one of its many “heritage sites” a Site of Conscience? The author of 

this website page for the Keweenaw National Historical Park does not make this 

distinction clear. The author points to geographical significance, the mining boom, and 

the Keweenaw’s ethnic and cultural background, but these topics alone do not explain the 

park’s significance as a Site of Conscience. “In what ways do the stories of our 

immigrant forebears, who came here for economic opportunity and freedom, relate to 

headlines about people who want to come here today for the same reasons,” the author 

asks.316 Perhaps the Keweenaw’s labor history gives the park status as a Site of 

Conscience, but is the park as a whole enough to make visitors connect “traumatic 

memories” and controversial pasts to the present?317 Examples of Sites of Conscience are 

most often spaces were atrocities happened or are at least discussed, such as “a 

concentration camp in Europe… a Gulag museum in Russia… and a 200-year-old slave 

 
315 Keweenaw National Historical Park, “Site of Conscience,” National Park Service, last 
modified June 5, 2022, https://www.nps.gov/kewe/site-of-conscience.htm. 
316 Ibid. 
317 Ibid. 
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house in Africa.”318 Much more appropriate as a Site of Conscience would be the Italian 

Hall Memorial Park because it is a location of the horrific, contested past of the deaths of 

seventy-three people during the 1913 Michigan copper mining strike. This location tells 

the locally and nationally significant story of labor unionization, striking for better 

worker rights, and the results of a particular “greed for money,” as Woody Guthrie sings 

about in his tune, “1913 Massacre.”319 It matters because it conveys how a local 

community grappled with a difficult past, and what is at stake if such a past is silenced or 

erased from the overall story. Calumet residents have been able to come to terms with the 

Italian Hall Tragedy because of the process taken to preserve and protect this part of their 

history. The Keweenaw National Historical Park’s classification as a Site of Conscience 

would be strengthened by paying particular attention to one of the most powerful stories 

that drove Langseth and others to help establish a national park in their tiny, Upper 

Peninsula Michigan town. The Italian Hall Memorial park has helped townspeople 

grapple with and reconcile a seemingly unforgiveable past and has established this town’s 

history at a national level by utilizing new methods of discussing and memorializing 

traumatic and shameful histories through the concept of the therapeutic memorial. 

Memorial ceremonies are held every Christmas Eve, and luminaries for each victim are 

lit and placed alongside the walkway leading to the memorial, and an exhibit dedicated to 

the Italian Hall is located in the Keweenaw National Historical Park Visitor Center. Much 

more can be done though to elevate the memorial’s status as a potential Site of 

 
318 Ibid. 
319 Woody Guthrie, “1913 Massacre,” Woody Guthrie, accessed Nov. 29, 2022, 
https://www.woodyguthrie.org/Lyrics/Nineteen_Thirteen_Massacre.htm.  
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Conscience. Community partners can host public discussions that center around the 

Italian Hall and memorial, connecting the past to events that are taking place throughout 

the world in the present day. The Keweenaw National Historical Park and Michigan 

Technological University could create an exhibit together about difficult histories, public 

memory, and commemoration with the Italian Hall as a central case study and hold a 

discussion about the impact the memorial has on the town today. The Keweenaw 

National Historical Park could, and should play a role in initiating such dialogue, because 

the National Park Service tasked its sites to “embrace civic engagement as the essential 

foundation and framework for planning and managing programs” back in 2003. 320 The 

Italian Hall Memorial is just at the beginning of its potential to keep the memories of the 

labor strikes, unionization, and 1913 Italian Hall Tragedy in regular dialogue within the 

community and throughout the United States, as well. The memorial changed the 

perspective of Calumet residents, who no longer feel as though they are silenced into 

company submission, but are able to publicly recall and discuss (as well as find closure) a 

piece of the overall story that brings Calumet to the space it proudly claims today.  
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