












As winter arrived, the strike had 
entered its sixth month. To provide 
relief, the WFM Women’s Auxiliary 
organized a Christmas Eve party 
on the Italian Hall’s second fl oor. 
It was a multi-ethnic affair; a red 
WFM union card was the only 
requirement for admission. 
What happened that night 
would go far beyond 
breaking the festive 
mood — it broke a 
community’s 
heart.

Tragedy at Italian Hall

Societa Mutua Benefi cenza Italiana (Italian Hall)

This sandstone arch and quiet park is all that 
remains of Italian Hall (seen in the background 
photo). The building fell into disrepair and was 
demolished in 1984.
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Witness reports vary, but most say 
that someone yelled “FIRE!” The 
crowd raced for the steep stairway, 
but could not exit quickly enough. 
Pushed and shoved by panicked 
people at the top, those at the 
bottom suffocated. 

Firefi ghters arrived on the scene, 
but there was no fi re. Instead, 
they began the somber task of 
removing the bodies. A makeshift 
morgue for the victims was set up 

in the ballroom 
above the Red 
Jacket Town Hall. 
Outside, grief-
stricken friends 
and family wept 
in the falling 
snow. All told, 74 
people, including 
60 children and 14 
adults, died. 



Red Jacket Fire Station

Over the years, fi res have destroyed many buildings 
in Red Jacket. Scorched sandstone on foundations 
may indicate where fi re has left its mark. This fi re 
station was built in 1900 to provide greater protection 
for the growing community. 

Red Jacket Opera House and Town Hall

By 1898, the Village of Red Jacket had a sizeable sur-
plus in its treasury. Local leaders decided to expand 
the town hall with the addition of a 1,200 seat opera 
house. The theater opened on March 20, 1900, with a 
touring Broadway production of Reginald DeKoven’s 
The Highwaymen. Over the years, numerous well-
known performers made their way to Red Jacket, 
including John Phillip Sousa, Sarah Bernhardt, Jason 
Robards, Sr. and Douglas Fairbanks, Sr.
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A Town in Transition

The Italian Hall tragedy left the community in 
mourning, and diminished the fervor both for and 
against the strike. By April 1914, workers returned 
to their jobs. C&H felt victorious for not caving into 
union demands, but new challenges lay right around 
the corner. 

Mines in the western U.S. were now the country’s 
major copper producers. The growing automobile 
industry and Henry Ford’s promise of a $5.00 per 
day wage — when laborers here were earning half 
that amount — attracted many mine workers south to 
Detroit. As always, the town’s successes and struggles 
largely depended on the fortunes of C&H. 

The growing demand for copper during World War 
I temporarily boosted Red Jacket’s economy, but 
after the confl ict ended markets were fl ooded and 
prices plummeted. By the early 1920s, the boomtown 
was busting. As diffi  cult as these trials were, greater 
hardships lay ahead.



The Best and Worst of Times

The stock market collapse in 1929 and the Great Depres-
sion that followed brought C&H’s mines and million-dollar 
machinery to a standstill. Thousands in Red Jacket—now 
offi  cially known as Calumet—were jobless. Many people 
left the area for better luck elsewhere. Others, however, re-
turned from Detroit’s closed factories to supportive homes 
and families. Federal relief eff orts, such as the Works Project 
Administration, attempted to put people back to work.

Though times were tough, Pete Manzini, who grew up in 
Calumet during the Great Depression, remembers that he 
did not need money to have fun. Pete and his friends took 
advantage of Calumet’s long winters by sledding down 
area hills and playing pick-up hockey games. During 
the summer, time was spent weeding gardens and 
harvesting home-grown produce such as potatoes 
and tomatoes. Local markets assisted people by 
extend- ing credit. As they had in other 
trying times, people found ways to 
survive.
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As residents weathered the 1930s, war once again 
changed Calumet’s fortunes. Industry mobilized 
to support the country’s entry into World War 
II,  helping to end the Great Depression. As 
in 1914,  fi ghting the war required copper. 
The federal government subsidized C&H to 
ensure production. When the war fi nally 
ended, so did the temporary boom. By 
1950, the village population had 
dropped to 1,255 people. Neither 
the mine nor Calumet would ever 
experience a copper rush again.

Despite the copper industry’s 
ups and downs, Calumet 
remained a commercial 
center for the region. The 
fi nal closure of C&H in 1968, 
economic recession, and the 
growth of the City of Houghton, 
however, led many residents and 
businesses to seek their fortunes 
elsewhere. By the late  1970s, 
the once-bustling downtown sat 
deteriorating and silent. 

Calumet Post Offi ce

The Calumet Post Offi ce was 
constructed as part of the Works 
Project Administration’s federal 
building program during the Great 
Depression. Joseph A. Lasker’s 1941 
mural Copper Mining in Calumet 
hangs in the public lobby.
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Calumet’s Rebirth

Murphy Block  
Like Calumet, this 1888 building has seen a commu-
nity’s changing economy. Red Jacket’s fi rst post offi ce 
was located here until it moved to the Union Build-
ing. A grocery next set up shop. By 1900, the building 
was known as the Murphy Block and housed a wine, 
liquor and cigar store. For a time, the Salvation Army 
even operated here. The current owners recently 
restored the building’s historic appearance, and while 
its future is uncertain, its history endures.

The demolition of several historic buildings like the 
Italian Hall awoke not only an interest in the area’s 
history, but also the realization that this local copper 
mining story was nationally signifi cant.

Locally led historic preservation eff orts gained mo-
mentum in the 1980s, and continue today. Downtown 
Calumet was designated a National Historic Landmark 
District in 1989. When Keweenaw National Historical 
Park was established in 1992, the village was included 
in one of the park units. In 2003, Calumet’s downtown 
was selected as a Historic Main Street District. The 
historic buildings and streetscapes preserve stories of 
the people who endured the struggles and celebrated 
the successes of life in a copper mining community.

Throughout its history, the Village of Calumet has 
witnessed both prosperity and adversity. While the 
town may never again reverberate with the sounds of 
copper mines, its mining heritage will always be a part 
of the community. 
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