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Introduction

The Great Lakes fed the United States twice over: once with grain, and once with metal. The Golden River followed
wheat from prairie field to global market. This history follows a parallel story—the transformation of the Upper
Midwest's geology into an industrial economy built around copper, iron, railroads, lake shipping, and steel.

The story begins much earlier than the nineteenth-century mining rush. Native peoples had worked Lake Superior
copper for thousands of years, shaping native metal without smelting it and moving it through exchange networks that
reached far beyond the Great Lakes. The industrial miners who arrived later did not discover an empty landscape or
an unused resource. They entered a region with a long history of human relationships to its mineral wealth.

The industrial era changed the scale and purpose of extraction. Michigan's Keweenaw Peninsula became the
dominant source of American copper. Minnesota's iron ranges later supplied an extraordinary share of the iron that
built American industry and fought two world wars. Duluth became the hinge between the mineral country and the
lower Great Lakes. Towns such as Hibbing built public institutions on a tax base literally embedded in the ground
beneath them.

The larger pattern is one of adaptation. Underground mining gave way to open pits; natural iron ore gave way to
taconite; a regional industry that once dominated world markets became a smaller but still important domestic
supplier. The final chapter of the story is not about a resource that disappeared. It is about a resource that remains—
most notably in the Duluth Complex—while the landscape around it now carries more competing values than it did in
the nineteenth century.
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Chapter 1: Michigan Copper, 1840-1900

Five Thousand Years Before Houghton

Long before any state geologist filed a report, the Lake Superior region was already the center of one of North
America's oldest metalworking traditions. Archaeological evidence places copper working in the Great Lakes
thousands of years before European contact. Across the Keweenaw Peninsula, Isle Royale, and adjoining parts of
Wisconsin, copper occurs as native metal rather than as an ore that must first be smelted. That geological fact made
an unusual technology possible: people could work metal directly with stone tools.

Archaeologists call this tradition the Old Copper Complex. Craftspeople cold-hammered copper into axes, adzes,
knives, awls, fishhooks, harpoons, wedges, and ornaments, periodically annealing it to keep the metal workable.
More than ten thousand artifacts have been recovered. By the second millennium BCE, copper was also being used
for ornaments and other objects whose value was not simply practical.

The most striking evidence of the resource's reach comes from exchange. Hopewell sites in the Ohio Valley contain
Lake Superior copper that had traveled hundreds of miles. Chemical sourcing has also identified Great Lakes copper
at archaeological sites far beyond the immediate region. The point is not that every copper object followed one
continuous trade route, but that the Lake Superior source was embedded in a long-distance exchange system long
before industrial mining existed.

European metals eventually displaced much of this earlier copper-working economy. But the geological source
remained. When Douglass Houghton's surveys publicized the Keweenaw deposits in the 1840s, industrial prospectors
were entering a landscape whose copper had already been worked and exchanged for millennia.

The Copper Rush

Michigan's modern copper industry began with Douglass Houghton's favorable 1841 reports and the publicity
surrounding the massive Ontonagon Boulder. The federal government opened a mineral land office at Copper Harbor
in 1843, and thousands of prospectors entered one of the country's most isolated mining districts.

Most early ventures failed. The Pittsburgh and Boston Mining Company lost money near Copper Harbor, while its
Cliff Mine, opened in 1845, became the first major success. The Quincy Mining Company followed in 1846, and
other ventures spread along the peninsula. By the 1850s, the basic advantages of Keweenaw copper were clear:
unusually pure native metal, concentrated in a geographically distinctive belt.

The industrial system required more than mines. Steam power deepened shafts and moved rock; the Sault Locks,
opened in 1855, gave Lake Superior shipping a direct route to the lower Great Lakes; and railroads gradually
connected isolated mining communities to ports. The resource became commercially important because geology,
technology, transportation, and capital developed together.

The scale of production eventually became extraordinary. During much of the nineteenth century Michigan supplied
most of the nation's copper, reaching more than ninety-five percent of U.S. output in 1869. Calumet & Hecla became
one of the country's dominant copper producers. Immigrant communities grew around the mines, and Houghton
County became one of Michigan's most populous counties.

Michigan's dominance did not last. Western districts such as Butte and later Arizona displaced the Keweenaw as
major sources of American copper. Production in the Upper Peninsula continued for decades, but the era of national
dominance had ended. Michigan's native-copper industry ceased in 1968.
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Chapter 2: Minnesota's Iron Ranges, 1880-1960

From Vermilion to Mesabi

Minnesota's iron story began with information that moved through several hands. Ojibwe residents showed iron-
bearing material to a government blacksmith in the 1860s; surveyor George Stuntz investigated it; Duluth
businessman George C. Stone pursued the opportunity; and Charlemagne Tower eventually supplied the capital to
develop the discovery. The critical step was transportation: the Duluth and Iron Range Railroad connected the Soudan
Mine with Lake Superior shipping.

The Soudan Mine's first shipment in 1884 marked the beginning of Minnesota's industrial mining era. Its high-grade
ore required deep underground workings, and Cornish miners recruited from Michigan's Copper Country formed an
important part of the early workforce.

The Mesabi Range changed the economics of iron mining. Its deposits were broad, horizontal, and relatively close to
the surface. That geology made large open pits possible, reducing the cost of extraction and allowing production on a
scale that underground mining could not match. Within two decades the range had become the center of American
iron production.

The business structure surrounding the Mesabi connected mines, railroads, Great Lakes shipping, and steelmaking.
The Merritt family's discoveries attracted the attention of John D. Rockefeller and Henry Oliver, while Andrew
Carnegie's steel interests created a powerful market for the ore. In 1901 these interests were consolidated into United
States Steel.

From 1892 through 1961, the Mesabi shipped more than two billion gross tons of ore. Its output helped supply the
steel used in both world wars. The Cuyuna Range added another important source, particularly because of its
manganese-rich ore. But the same pattern eventually appeared across all three ranges: the richest natural ore was a
finite resource.

The Taconite Transition

By the 1950s, the industry had to change what it meant by "ore."” The high-grade natural deposits that had made
Minnesota famous were declining. Taconite offered a technological solution: crush low-grade iron formation,
concentrate the iron, and pelletize it before shipment.

Commercial taconite production at Silver Bay and Hoyt Lakes began in 1957. Instead of ending when the easiest ore
was gone, the Mesabi mining economy changed the material it could economically extract. That transition is one of
the central themes of Upper Midwest mining history: technology repeatedly extended the useful life of a geological
resource.

A Brief Word on Wisconsin

Wisconsin's role was real but smaller. The Gogebic Range straddled the Michigan-Wisconsin border and shipped its
first ore in 1884, but the productive core lay mostly on the Michigan side. Wisconsin therefore belongs in the regional
story without being treated as equivalent in scale to Michigan's Copper Country or Minnesota's major iron ranges.
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Chapter 3: America's Rise and Retreat in World Iron Ore

Minnesota's importance becomes clearer when the Mesabi is placed inside the larger history of world
iron production. The United States rose from a growing industrial producer in the nineteenth century to
an extraordinary share of world output during the first half of the twentieth century. Its share then
declined as other countries developed larger deposits, expanded infrastructure, and entered world
markets at lower cost.

The chart below summarizes that arc. It is assembled from period-specific sources rather than one
continuous official series, so individual points should not be treated as a single perfectly comparable
statistical series. The broad historical pattern, however, is clear: American iron production reached

an exceptional share of world output around the Second World War and then declined sharply over the
following decades.
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U.S share of world iron ore production, 1880—present. Built from several period sources rather than
one continuous series; see note below.

A note on the data: no single continuous official series spans 1880 to the present, so this chart combines the
best-documented figures from each era. The 1880 and 1890 points are estimated from pig-iron trends—the U.S.
doubled its pig-iron output roughly every decade from 1860 to 1890 and overtook Great Britain as the world's
leading iron producer in 1890, but no direct ore percentage survives from that early period. The 1900 figure (31
percent) comes from a contemporary business-press report citing world totals directly. The 1916 figure is drawn
from aworld pig-iron production map showing the U.S. at 57 percent of world pig iron—shown here at a more
conservative 45 percent for ore specifically, since ore and pig-iron shares track closely but are not identical
measures. The 1945 peak of 56 percent, and the sustained run above one-third from 1937 through 1953, are hard
figures from USGS mining history: that peak reflects World War || demand landing exactly when the Mesabi was
running at full output and much of the rest of the world's mining and shipping capacity had been wrecked by the
war itself. The 1970 figure (12 percent) is calculated directly from a Bureau of Mines Minerals Y earbook
table—U.S. production of 89.76 million long tons against world production of 754.3 million long tons. The 2015
and 2023 figures (2.5 percent and roughly 2 percent) are solid recent USGS statistics.



THE WOLVIN BUILDING

Where the Iron Range Was Managed

Wolvin Building, Duluth, Minnesota. Early twentieth-century postcard; the building survives at 225-231 West 1st Street and is now known as
the Missabe Building.

The building was more than a downtown office block. At 225-231 West 1st Street, the Wolvin Building became
one of the clearest physical concentrations of the corporate machinery behind the Lake Superior iron-ore trade. Built in
1901-02 as a four-story Renaissance Revival building, it was enlarged by five stories in 1909 as demand for office
space grew.

The National Register documentation identifies among its occupants U.S. Steel, Oliver Iron Mining Company, the
Duluth, Missabe & Northern Railroad, the Duluth & Iron Range Railroad, the Pittsburgh Steamship Company,
and many smaller mining companies. After the 1909 expansion, most of the office space was occupied by Oliver
Mining and approximately 50 smaller mining companies. The building therefore brought mining, rail transportation,
shipping, and corporate administration into the same address.

The concentration was still evident decades later. A 1949 account described the Oliver Iron Mining Company offices in
the Wolvin Building as a particularly dense concentration of Duluth's iron-mining business and noted that the U.S.
Steel-controlled DM&IR operated from the same building. A 1908 Lake Superior Mining Institute publication likewise
identified the Wolvin Building as the general offices of the mining companies and railroads of U.S. Steel.

For the story of the Iron Range, the significance is geographic as much as corporate. Ore came out of the
Mesabi country, moved by rail to Duluth, and then into the lake-shipping system. The Wolvin Building was one of the
places where those separate pieces of the system were administered. It provides a tangible Duluth address for an
economic network that otherwise can seem abstract when described only through companies, tonnage, and capital.

Sources: National Register of Historic Places, Duluth Commercial Historic District; Lake Superior Mining Institute, 1908 proceedings; contemporary
and later accounts of Duluth's iron-mining and shipping economy.
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Chapter 4: Taxing the Underground—Grain, Ore, and the
Making of a School

Two Kinds of Property

Grain and iron ore moved through the same Duluth harbor, often onto the same lake freighters bound for lower-lake
ports. But Minnesota's tax system treated the two commodities very differently. Grain in an elevator was inventory.
Iron ore in the ground could be assessed as mineral property, and ore that was removed could also be subject to the
state's occupation tax.

The distinction mattered because it linked geology directly to public revenue. In the early twentieth century
Minnesota developed a system under which proven underground ore could contribute substantially to a local tax base.
The 1921 occupation tax added a state-level severance tax, with a constitutionally defined share supporting public
purposes including schools.

Hibbing: Funded by Ore in the Ground

Hibbing shows what this system could produce. In 1920 the school district had an assessed valuation of roughly $135
million and annual revenue near $1.4 million. Much of the underlying value came from proven iron reserves within
the district. The town could therefore support a public school on a scale that would have been extraordinary for a
community of its size.

Hibbing High School opened in 1924 at a cost of roughly four million dollars. Its auditorium, swimming pool, clinic,
and other facilities reflected an unusually strong public tax base. The important point is not that a mining company
simply wrote a check for the school. The deeper mechanism was taxation: mineral reserves were treated as taxable
property, and the community benefited while that tax base remained large.

The arrangement also contained a warning. Ore that generated tax revenue was ore being removed. As natural
reserves declined, Hibbing's assessed valuation fell sharply, forcing the district to raise tax rates to maintain revenue.

Denfeld: Funded by a Diversified Port

Duluth's Robert E. Denfeld High School provides a useful contrast. The school broke ground in 1925 and opened in
1926 at a cost of about $1.25 million. Its English Gothic design, 120-foot clock tower, and elaborate stone carving
made it an important civic building, but its financing came through the ordinary municipal bond and property-tax
system.

Duluth's tax base was broader than Hibbing's. Grain elevators and ore docks were important, but they existed
alongside commercial buildings, homes, mills, warehouses, shipping, and other businesses. Hibbing's extraordinary
school was tied to a mineral deposit beneath the community; Denfeld was a product of a diversified port city.

The Arc, 1890 to the Present

Minnesota's mining tax system therefore produced two related but different effects. In the early twentieth century,
mineral assessments helped create an extraordinary period of civic construction across the Iron Range. Later,
depletion exposed the vulnerability of communities whose tax bases depended heavily on a finite resource. The
development of taconite provided a technological and fiscal bridge, allowing mining to continue after natural ore
declined.

Grain never developed an equivalent severance-tax structure. Two commodities moved through the same harbor, but
only one was treated by the tax system as a depleting underground asset. That difference helps explain why mining
shaped Iron Range public institutions so dramatically.
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Chapter 5: The Duluth Complex—Mining's Unwritten Chapter

A Resource Still in the Ground

Everything in the preceding chapters concerns resources that were discovered, developed, mined, and either
exhausted or transformed into a new commercial form. The Duluth Complex is different. It is a large mineralized
region that has been explored for decades but has not yet been mined.

The complex is a massive mafic intrusion extending roughly 150 miles from the Duluth area northeast toward the
Canadian border. It contains copper, nickel, platinum-group metals, cobalt, and other minerals in disseminated sulfide
deposits. The mineralized material is measured in billions of tons, but the metal concentrations are much lower than
the native copper of the Keweenaw or the high-grade natural ore of the early Mesabi.

That difference matters. The copper of the Keweenaw could be worked directly. Mesabi natural ore could be mined
and shipped with comparatively limited processing. Duluth Complex sulfides require crushing, concentration, and
smelting, and sulfide-bearing waste creates environmental risks that are different from those of the earlier deposits.

Two Flagship Projects

Two large proposals have defined much of the modern debate. NewRange Copper Nickel, the successor to PolyMet,
is proposing changes to the NorthMet project, an open-pit mine and associated processing operation near Hoyt Lakes.
In July 2026, NewRange proposed increasing ore production from about 32,000 to 40,000 tons per day, shortening
the proposed mine life from 20 to 16 years, replacing an earlier rail plan with a covered conveyor, and changing the
proposed tailings-management approach. The Minnesota DNR is reviewing those changes to determine whether a
supplemental environmental impact statement is required. Twin Metals Minnesota has proposed an underground mine
southeast of Ely centered on the Maturi deposit and related deposits. A third project, Talon Metals' Tamarack project,
follows a separate permitting path in central Minnesota.

The geography changes the historical question. The proposed projects are not simply remote mines in an undeveloped
industrial landscape. They sit within or near a region whose waters, recreation, treaty rights, tourism, and existing
communities have acquired importance alongside mineral development.

A Different Kind of Mining Debate

The permitting histories of the projects have moved through approvals, reversals, litigation, and renewed applications.
NorthMet has not begun mining, and its revised 2026 design is now undergoing renewed state and federal review.
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers received a federally complete Section 404 application from NewRange on July
29, 2026, following revocation of the project's 2019 federal permit; the federal comment period closed on

September 27, 2026. Twin Metals is also not in production. Its federal status has also changed:

in July 2025 the Interior Department reinstated the legal opinion that had supported renewal of the

company's federal mineral leases, while the federal environmental-review process had previously been terminated. In
2026 Congress removed the 20-year federal mineral withdrawal affecting the area, while Minnesota imposed its own
restrictions through Executive Order 26-10.

This is what makes the Duluth Complex a different chapter. Earlier generations generally began with the assumption
that a valuable mineral deposit should be developed if the technology and capital could make it profitable. The
present question is more complicated: whether and how extraction should proceed in a landscape where mineral
wealth is only one of several values being weighed.
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Chapter 6: Mining Country and Political Change

The contemporary mining debate also exists within a region whose voting patterns have changed substantially.
Minnesota's Eighth Congressional District, centered on Duluth and the Iron Range, had a long Democratic electoral
history but shifted toward Republican candidates in presidential and congressional contests in the 2010s and 2020s. In
the 2024 general election, Republican Pete Stauber received 57.99 percent of the vote for U.S. House and Democrat
Jen Schultz received 41.92 percent; Donald Trump received 56.14 percent in the presidential vote within the district.

The historical record does not establish a single cause for that political change. Mining has long been central to the
region's economy and identity, while conflicts over motorized recreation and the Boundary Waters predate the current
copper-nickel debate. The political history therefore provides context for the mining debate, but it should not be
treated as proof that mining alone produced the region's partisan realignment.

The more defensible historical observation is narrower: economic geography is one factor in understanding regional
politics. A region shaped by mines, unions, transportation, and resource development may encounter environmental
and land-use questions differently from regions whose economies depend on other combinations of industries and
landscapes.

That history provides context for the Duluth Complex without determining its outcome. The current debate combines
questions about mineral development, state and federal authority, environmental review, recreation, treaty rights, and
the economic interests of communities in the region. Minnesota's August 2026 Executive Order 26-10 directed state
agencies to halt new environmental review and permitting work for nonferrous mining proposals in the Rainy River
Headwaters Watershed while related litigation and rulemaking issues are resolved.
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Chapter 7: What the Mining Era Left Behind

A Region Built Around Extraction

The history of Upper Midwest mining is not simply a history of mines. It is a history of how geology reorganized
economies, communities, transportation systems, tax bases, and public institutions. Copper came first, then iron;
railroads and lake shipping made both industries possible; and when the richest ores declined, technology changed
what could be considered economically mineable.

Native peoples had worked Lake Superior copper for thousands of years, but on a different scale and for different
purposes. The nineteenth-century mining rush turned the same geology into an industrial commodity and connected
the region to national and international markets. Minnesota's Mesabi deposits then supplied steelmaking on a scale
that made the Upper Midwest central to American industrialization.

Infrastructure That Outlasted the Mines

Mining changed more than the landscape around the pits. The Sault Locks connected Lake Superior to the
lower Great Lakes. Railroads linked remote ranges to ports. Duluth developed into a more diversified harbor
whose grain elevators, ore docks, mills, warehouses, and shipping services served multiple commodities. Much
of the physical network created to move minerals out of the region became part of its broader economic
inheritance.

The Port Becomes a Tourism Asset

The diversification was not limited to cargo. After 1960, Duluth increasingly treated its harbor and Lake
Superior waterfront as visitor assets as well as transportation infrastructure. In the 1960s, Canal Park was still
a heavily industrial area, with junkyards, warehouses, and other working waterfront uses. The city’s 1969
tourism-tax initiative, followed by investment in the Duluth Arena Auditorium and waterfront improvements,
helped establish tourism as a deliberate part of the city’s economic strategy. The Lake Superior Maritime
Visitor Center opened in 1973, and businesses such as Grandma’s, which opened in Canal Park in 1976, helped
demonstrate that the working waterfront itself could attract visitors.

The scale of the change is substantial, even though there is no single consistent citywide visitor series reaching
back to 1960. Duluth now attracts approximately 6.7 million visitors annually and generates more than $780
million in direct tourism impact, according to recent city and regional tourism estimates. Canal Park has
become one of the city’s principal visitor districts; recent estimates put annual visitation to its piers and the
Aerial Lift Bridge at roughly 1.5 million people. The bridge is simultaneously a critical gateway for commercial
shipping and a major tourist attraction, illustrating how the port’s industrial infrastructure acquired a second
economic function.

The port itself is part of that attraction. Nearly 800 vessels typically visit Duluth-Superior each season, and
ship watching has become a signature visitor activity. In 2024, ten cruise ships brought about 4,600 passengers
to Duluth on daytime excursions, while the port continued to move millions of tons of iron ore and other bulk
commodities. The evidence therefore supports a broader definition of diversification: Duluth did not replace
its industrial port with a tourist waterfront. It increasingly made the working port, the shipping canal, the Lift
Bridge, and the industrial landscape around them part of the tourism economy. At the same time, cargo data
show that iron ore, coal, and limestone still dominate port tonnage. Diversification was therefore additive
rather than a complete break with the mining economy.

The decline of individual mines therefore never meant the simple disappearance of the mining economy. Rail
corridors, ports, engineering expertise, machine shops, civic institutions, and communities remained. Taconite was

10
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the most important technological bridge: instead of abandoning the Mesabi when high-grade natural ore became
scarce, the industry learned to crush, concentrate, and pelletize lower-grade material.

The Costs of a Mining Economy

The benefits of mining were tangible: employment, wages, transportation, schools, hospitals, and public buildings. So
were the costs. Hibbing illustrates the fiscal tradeoff particularly well. A mineral tax base could support exceptional
public investment, but it could not be replenished in the same way as a diversified commercial tax base. When the ore
body diminished, communities had to adjust.

The environmental legacy is equally durable. Open pits, waste rock, tailings, altered shorelines, abandoned workings,
and industrial sites remain part of the region's physical record. The shift from native copper and high-grade iron to
sulfide copper-nickel deposits also changed the character of the environmental question, including the potential for
acid mine drainage associated with sulfide-bearing rock.

There is also a human history beneath the industrial one. Ojibwe people were present before the mining rush and
remain central to the contemporary story through treaty rights and interests in hunting, fishing, and gathering.
European immigrants supplied much of the labor that built mines and mining towns. The region therefore cannot be
understood through capital and ore alone.

From National Dominance to Global Competition

Industrial dominance proved temporary. Michigan's copper industry was surpassed by western districts. Minnesota's
iron industry remained important much longer, but the United States' share of world iron production fell as Australia,
Brazil, China, Russia, India, and other producers developed deposits at scales the United States did not possess.

Minnesota nevertheless remains central to the American iron supply. Its role has changed from dominant world
supplier to major domestic supplier, largely through taconite. The lesson is not that the region's mineral economy
disappeared, but that its place in the larger system changed.

The Unfinished Story

That brings the history back to the Duluth Complex. For most of the period covered here, the central question was
how to extract a resource that people had already decided they wanted. The present controversy is different. The
resource is known and potentially substantial, but extraction remains contested because the same landscape carries
ecological, recreational, treaty, and economic values.

The Keweenaw rush began when the country wanted a domestic copper supply. The Mesabi boom accompanied the
rapid expansion of American steel. The taconite transition preserved a mining economy after natural ore declined.
The Duluth Complex arrives in an era when the economic value of minerals must be considered alongside competing
uses of the same land and water.

The outcome is not yet part of the historical record. The projects remain subject to permitting, litigation, and political
decisions, and the positions of affected tribal nations and other stakeholders remain consequential. Whatever
ultimately happens, the debate itself marks a new stage in the region's mining history: the existence of a commercially
significant deposit no longer determines by itself what happens next.

11
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Conclusion: A Long View of the Upper Midwest

Seen across thousands of years, the history of Upper Midwest mining is less a straight line than a series of
adaptations. Native copper was worked without smelting and exchanged over enormous distances. Industrial miners
later pursued the same copper with steam power, shafts, railroads, and lake shipping. Iron miners exploited deep ore
on the Vermilion Range, moved to the shallow deposits of the Mesabi, and then learned to make low-grade taconite
economically useful.

The region's communities carry that history in visible form: school buildings, mine pits, railroad grades, harbor
facilities, immigrant neighborhoods, museums, parks, and working taconite plants. Mining created extraordinary
wealth in particular places and periods, but it also created dependence on a resource that could be exhausted or
displaced by competitors. It left infrastructure that outlived individual mines, but also environmental liabilities that
could outlive generations.

The most durable lesson may be the region's capacity to adapt. The Mesabi survived the decline of natural ore
by changing the product it could economically extract. Duluth remained important not simply by becoming a
more diversified port, but by expanding the uses of that port and waterfront: cargo, transportation, heavy-lift
and project freight, and tourism increasingly occupied the same inherited landscape. Earlier generations
repeatedly found new uses for an inherited geological landscape.

Thousands of years ago, copper moved outward from Lake Superior through networks that connected distant
peoples. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the same geography helped power the industrial rise of the United
States. Today, the region sits at another decision point. The geology has not changed. What has changed is the
number of things people ask that geology to support: industry, communities, recreation, treaty rights, clean water, and
a landscape whose value is no longer measured only by what can be removed from it.

Research note — September 2026 verification

Selected current and historical claims were checked against Minnesota DNR, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
U.S. Department of the Interior, Minnesota Secretary of State, Minnesota Historical Society/MNopedia, U.S.
Geological Survey, National Park Service, and Michigan EGLE materials. Current regulatory status is time-
sensitive. Tourism and waterfront claims were also checked against City of Duluth planning and financial
materials, Visit Duluth, Destination Duluth, and Duluth Seaway Port Authority reports.
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ADDENDUM

The Mesabi Story Continues

A brief postscript to The Iron Shore

The history traced in The Iron Shore does not end with the decline of natural ore, the rise of taconite, or the later
debates over the Duluth Complex. One useful way to see that continuing history is through the long-delayed
redevelopment of the former Butler Taconite property at Nashwauk. It is a story worth adding here, but it does not
need to be made to carry the argument of the paper.

Butler Taconite operated from 1967 to 1985. During those years the operation mined about 133 million tons of
taconite and produced approximately 40 million tons of pellets. The plant closed after the bankruptcy of
Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel, and the plant was later dismantled. The closure became one of the defining economic
breaks in Nashwauk's modern history. [1]

A new project began to take shape in the early 2000s under Minnesota Steel Industries. Essar Steel acquired the
project in 2008 and began construction in 2010. The proposed development was much more ambitious than simply
reopening the old mine: it contemplated a large mine and processing complex and, ultimately, value-added iron and
steel production. Financing difficulties and changing market conditions, however, led to the bankruptcy of Essar Steel
Minnesota in 2016. The project subsequently passed through another ownership arrangement before returning to the
Essar group. [2]

The current Mesabi Metallics project is more limited in its immediate purpose. It is developing an open-pit mine,
beneficiation facilities, and a pellet plant designed to produce direct-reduction-grade iron ore. The company describes
the project as a roughly $2.5 billion investment. A July 2026 production blast marked the beginning of mining activity,
while public filings in September reported that the project remained in commissioning, with first pellet

production targeted for late 2026. [3]

That distinction matters historically. The project is not simply the old Essar proposal finally arriving unchanged. Nor is
it a return to the natural-ore economy described in the earlier chapters. It represents an attempt to make the Mesabi
useful to a different steelmaking system—one in which high-grade iron feedstock can be used in direct-reduction
processes and electric-arc-furnace steelmaking.

There is also a new geographic twist. On September 28, 2026, Mesabi Metallics was announced as the developer of
a proposed approximately $15 billion steel complex in lowa. The proposal would use iron from the Nashwauk
operation as an upstream source for steel production farther south. The announced project is planned for the future
and should be treated as a proposal, not as an operating fact. [4]

This development is interesting without requiring a larger conclusion. The Mesabi was once part of a tightly integrated
Great Lakes iron-and-steel system. The Nashwauk project now points toward another form of integration: Minnesota

ore feeding steelmaking in a different state and using technologies that were not part of the twentieth-century Mesabi
production system.

Whether the new arrangement succeeds is a question for the future. Its historical importance does not depend on
assuming that it will. The more modest observation is that the Mesabi has continued to adapt. Natural ore gave way
to taconite; old mining properties were repeatedly reorganized; and the latest project is being built around a different
grade of iron product and a changing steel industry. The story therefore continues, but it does not need to be forced
into a predetermined ending.

THE IRON SHORE - Edward J. Fox, PhD - September 2026
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Sources for this Addendum

1. Minnesota Department of Administration / Executive Council. State materials describing the former Butler
Taconite operation, including its 1967—1985 production history and the subsequent lease history at Nashwauk.

2. Minnesota Department of Administration; U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission filings. Materials
documenting the Minnesota Steel Industries/Essar project, the 2016 bankruptcy, the emergence of Mesabi Metallics,
and the current development structure.

3. U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission filings and Mesabi Metallics public materials. 2026 disclosures
concerning the DR-grade pellet project, construction progress, the July 2026 first production blast, and the targeted
2026 commissioning period.

4. Reuters, September 28, 2026. Report on the announced approximately $15 billion lowa steel project proposed by
Mesabi Metallics and its relationship to the Nashwauk iron-ore operation.

Editorial note. This addendum is intentionally brief. It is included to bring the historical narrative forward to the
present without recasting the paper's earlier chapters around a project whose ultimate outcome remains uncertain.
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