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Abstract

A pedestrian inventory was undertaken in the area occupied by the 1890s copper mining settlement
of Ghyllbank, located on the western end of Isle Royale National Park near the Windigo Ranger Station.
Five features from this period were identified: the foundation of the Wendigo Copper Company
headquarters; the company dock; a road remnant; part of the existing store; and one structural depression.
A pre-1941 stone-lined well that may date to the mining period was also located and mapped.
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Introduction

During May and June of 1999, an inventory was undertaken by the Midwest Archeological Center
(MWAC) in the Washington Harbor region at the western end of Isle Royale National Park (ISRO).

Isle Royale is located in the northwestern corner of Lake Superior near the U.S.—Canadian border
(Figure 1). It consists of one large main island with nearly 200 smaller islands surrounding it. The main
island is approximately 45 miles long and 9 miles wide, and has an area of approximately 210 square
miles.

The area of interest for this project was the site of the former 1890s copper mining community of
Ghyllbank, which was located at the head of Washington Harbor near what is today the (new) Windigo
visitor center/ranger station and Windigo campground (Figures 1 and 2). This paper presents the results
of the inventory.

The historic name Wendigo is today sometimes spelled Windigo. This paper will use the spelling
Wendigo to denote the Wendigo Copper Company and its mines, as well as the small settlement located
near the mines. It will use the current form, Windigo, to denote the broad area that encompasses the
visitor center/ranger station, docks, campground and the former settlement of Ghyllbank.

Archeologist Scott Stadler of MWAC directed the fieldwork, and the other member of the crew
from MWAC was Archeological Technician Jerry Androy. Liz Valencia, of the Cultural Resources
division at ISRO helped in the field and also provided excellent background information. She diligently
searched the archives and provided many helpful resources. Karen Archey and Carrol Moxham prepared
the graphics.

The objective of the project was to locate any possible surface remains of the Ghyllbank settlement
as well as evidence of previous or subsequent occupations of the area. The results will serve as an aid for
future interpretation and planning by Isle Royale National Park managers.

All notes, photographs, records and other documentation pertaining to this project are curated at the
Midwest Archeological Center, Lincoln, Nebraska, under ISRO Accession No. 578 and MWAC
Accession No. 829.

Environmental Setting

The geology of Isle Royale is dominated by volcanic and glacial activities. Ancient lava flows were
tilted and later scoured by glacial activity. The result is a series of steep parallel rock ridges running the
length of the island. This glacial history, combined with the fluctuations of the lake levels, resulted in a
thin, poorly developed soil layer on much of the island. The southwestern portion of the island has
somewhat better developed soils as a result of that portion of the island being exposed earlier than the
rest of the island (Huber 1975; Hunt 1994; Clark 1995).

Two major forest types interface on Isle Royale. They are the southern boreal forest (spruce, fir,
and birch) and the temperate deciduous forest (sugar maple, yellow birch, and red oak). Cedar and
spruce dominate lowland areas.

Isle Royale has a climate characterized by cool summers and cold winters. Temperatures in summer
rarely exceed 80 degrees Fahrenheit. Winter temperatures can reach extreme low temperatures of minus
35 degrees Fahrenheit, although near zero temperatures are closer to the normal lows. Day-to-day



temperatures are strongly affected by the waters of Lake Superior. Normal precipitation is from one to
three inches per month, with the higher amounts occurring in the summer. Refer to Clark’s 1995 report

on archeological survey and testing at Isle Royale (Clark 1995) for a thorough review of the environ-
mental setting.

The major faunal resources on the island include the woodland caribou, beaver, muskrat otter, mink,
hare, coyote, fox, and lynx. Moose and wolf populations are the currently the largest fauna on the island.

It is not clear if the two species existed on the island before their early-twentieth-century introduction
(Clark 1995).
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Background

The earliest evidence of human visits to Isle Royale dates to around 4,500 years ago during the
Archaic period (Clark 1995). Copper was the main attraction during this time. Isle Royale is one of the
few places in the region where native copper can be mined and fashioned into implements with little or
no refining. Prehistoric peoples visited the island to mine copper until historic contact. In historic times,
native peoples began to have access to new, more durable metals and materials, and the desire for copper
declined as the new metals became more available.

French traders, missionaries, and explorers began visiting the area around 1622 (Clark 1995), but
commercial interest in the copper resources did not begin until 1843, when the Chippewa relinquished
claim to the island (Rakestraw 1965). Over the following 50 years, several waves of attempts to mine the
native copper took place. There were three periods of intense commercial mining interest in Isle Royale:
the first was from 1843 to 1855; the second boom occurred from 1873 to 1881; and the final major
attempt at copper mining occurred from 1889 to 1892 (Starr 1998).

Wendigo Copper Company (1890-1892)

During the last years of mineral exploration on the island, the Isle Royale Land Corporation bought
84,000 acres of land at the western end of the island. Realizing their charter only gave them the right to
search for minerals, not to mine them, they set up a subsidiary firm, the Wendigo Copper Company. In
1890, this new company was given 5,000 acres of land on the western end of Isle Royale (Figure 3).
Their purpose was to search for and mine copper.

The base for the Wendigo Copper Company was the community of Ghyllbank, located at the head of
Washington Harbor, which consisted of approximately 15 structures (Figure 4). The settlement consisted
of sheds, storehouses, and double log cabins, each of which housed two families (Rakestraw n.d: 49).
The structures provided housing for some of the miners and their families as well as the officers of the
Wendigo Copper Company.

The most imposing structure was the company’s 2'2-story headquarters building, discussed below.
A dock facility was constructed to provide access and supplies to the western end of the island. A large
area, approximately 1,300 ft by 700 ft was cleared (Appendix A) of timber in order to construct the
settlement as well as make room for a vegetable garden and a hay pasture (Rakestraw n.d.:49).

The Wendigo Copper Company explorations focused on diamond drilling of exploratory bore holes.
Over a two-year period they bored 16 holes ranging in depth from 401 ft to 1,038 ft deep (USDI, NPS
1987). They were designed to give engineers a better look at a cross section of the island’s geology. This
information was used as a guide to possible copper locations in the area. Short exploratory trenches, or
costeans, were also dug into the hillsides in search of copper deposits.

In addition to the community of Ghyllbank, a secondary settlement, Wendigo, was established about
a mile and a half inland, closer to the mines. Wendigo consisted of two large boarding houses for the
single men and a number of smaller log cabins for the married men and their families (Rakestraw
n.d.: 49). The 1999 archeological field project did not encompass the Wendigo settlement or the mines
themselves, but only examined the Ghyllbank settlement and immediate vicinity (Figure 2).

The work force for the Wendigo Copper Company consisted of 65 men and their families, and about
135 people lived year-round in the settlements of Ghyllbank and Wendigo. The Wendigo Copper
Company was in operation until 1892, when it ceased all operations. The diamond drilling and



exploratory trenches provided less than desirable results. In addition, bank failures tied up funds
(Rakestraw n.d.). Except for a few minor exploratory attempts, this was the last concerted effort to
commercially exploit copper on Isle Royale.

Washington Club (1902-1938)

In 1902, Col. Charles H. Graves and a group of wealthy Duluth, Minnesota, businessmen bought the
Wendigo Copper Company buildings at Ghyllbank and 70 acres of surrounding land, which they then
developed into an exclusive club called the Washington Club. They remodeled the former mining head-
quarters into a lodge that could accommodate up to 10 people, and the private quarters and other modern
amenities made a stay at the Washington Club a unique experience. An adjacent structure housed the
kitchen, dining room, and servants’ quarters.

The Washington Club was an elite sportsman’s retreat offering a full range of services to its
members and their guests and did not offer any public accommodations. Members could fish for trout in
Washington Creek, hike the trails of the island, or hunt the island’s sparse game (Karamanski and Zeitlin
1988). The nearest public accommodation at this time was the Singer Resort on Washington Island,
some five miles distant.

In 1938, the Club’s buildings and land were purchased by the federal government during the
establishment of Isle Royale National Park. Most of the structures were either razed or remodeled by the
Civilian Conservation Corps in preparation for use by the National Park Service.

Civilian Conservation Corps (1939-1941)

In 1939, one of three base camps for the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) on Isle Royale was
established in the Windigo area, near the former settlement of Ghyllbank and the Washington Club.
Designated Camp Windigo, the camp was in operation from 1939 to 1941 (Figure 2).

The CCC mission on Isle Royale was to:

construct Park Service administrative buildings. employee housing. recreation facilities. and also [work] on
trail development, the construction of docks, campgrounds, fire towers. and day markers that were used as
navigational aids. Additionally, the recruits conducted wildlife surveys, caught island moose for mainland
repopulation projects, and fought forest fires (Starr 1998:165).

In the Windigo area, the CCC constructed several buildings in addition to the CCC base camp
structures. The Washington Club lodge was remodeled and renamed the Windigo Inn. CCC workers
also constructed the (old) visitor center/ranger station; built a new, and larger, dock; and improved trails
throughout the western end of the island. Several CCC base camp structures are still standing. At the
end of this project, most of the existing buildings in the former CCC area were mapped (Figure 5) and
photographed.

All but one of the CCC structures outside of the base camp have been removed. The last structure
removed was the visitor center/ranger station in 1998. The only remaining structure is a portion of the
concessionaire’s store. As noted below, part of this building was originally constructed in the 1890s for
the Wendigo Copper Company. The building was later modified by the Washington Club, further
modified by the CCC, and finally by the Park Service.

Owing to the temporary function and non-permanent construction at CCC camps, few such camps
have survived until today (Starr 1998). Since the Windigo CCC camp still has several structures that
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date from the CCC era, further historical research could be conducted to more fully document the nature
of CCC buildings and activities on this part of Isle Royale. Historical investigations of the CCC on Isle
Royale are beyond the scope of this project. Consequently, this report provides only a brief summary of
CCC activities in the Windigo area. For additional information and photos on CCC structures at Isle
Royale, see Starr’s report on historic structures at Isle Royale National Park (Starr 1998).
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Previous Research

The first serious inquiries into the prehistory of Isle Royale were begun in 1910 by the Smithsonian
Institution. Following this, the 1920s and 1930s brought several individuals who conducted investi-
gations on the island: Fred Dustin spent much time on the island examining and testing many prehistoric
sites throughout the island; Carl Guthe, of the University of Michigan, also conducted testing at several
prehistoric sites; and in 1928, the McDonald—Massee Expedition examined prehistoric occupation and
burial sites on the island (West 1929).

Tyler Bastian (University of Michigan Museum of Anthropology) conducted a survey of the island
from 1960 to 1962 (Bastian 1963). He spent a total of 35 weeks in the field conducting surveys and
limited excavations of both historic and prehistoric sites. He visited several sites in the Windigo area,
mainly the Wendigo mines and settlement. His report makes no mention of the Ghyllbank settlement.

From 1987 to 1990, Caven Clark, an archeologist from the Midwest Archeological Center
(MWAC), conducted a shoreline survey of the entire island (Clark 1995). He recorded numerous new
prehistoric and historic sites. Clark also conducted visits to, and made site updates of, many previously
recorded sites. During the 1989 field season, Clark visited the Windigo area and informally visited the
Wendigo mines (20IR86) and the Wendigo Townsite (20IR19). He located an isolated prehistoric
artifact, a single chert flake. The site was designated 20IR171. It was located on a trail south of the
Windigo Ranger Station. Due to its location on a possible Nipissing beach, Clark estimates the site to be
from the Archaic period (Clark 1995). This find is approximately 1,000 m beyond the boundaries of the
Ghyllbank study. No investigations were conducted by Clark in the immediate Ghyllbank area.

Clark’s 1995 report provides a more comprehensive summary of previous archeological research
conducted on Isle Royale in general. Until 1983, the townsite of Ghyllbank received little attention from
archeologists. The Wendigo mines and Wendigo settlement have been the subject of limited investi-
gations. These lie near Ghyllbank but are outside the area of the 1999 study. To date, only a few
limited-scope projects have been undertaken in the Ghyllbank area. Most of these have occurred within
the last 20 years.

In 1983, divers from the National Park Service’s Submerged Cultural Resources Unit examined the
waters around the Ghyllbank dock. They noted artifacts and evidence of log cribbing, remains of the
1890s Ghyllbank wharf (Lenihan et al. 1987). The dock is discussed in further detail below.

In 1984, Patrick Martin, through a cooperative agreement with MWAC, undertook an examination
of the remains of two Washington Club lodge structures. The park had burned the structures in 1983.
He shovel tested the area around both structures with negative results (Martin 1984:3).

In May 1994, Caven Clark conducted archeological testing at a proposed fuel enclosure site
(Figure 6). This location was tested because historic materials dating from the 1890s to the early
twentieth century had been found there during his visit the previous year. A depression, most likely
representing a structure, was also located (Clark 1994). The depression is visible east of the enclosure,
since construction was modified to avoid this feature (Figure 6).

In October 1994, William Hunt (MWAC) conducted a shovel test survey for a proposed housing
project at Windigo. The proposed construction site is located east of the former town of Ghyllbank. The
results were negative (Hunt 1994).

In 1995, Jeffrey Richner (MWAC) conducted an inventory of three alternative locations for a solid
waste storage facility, all three of which lie within the confines of the Ghyllbank settlement. He deter-



mined that one of the locations had been disturbed by previous construction; so it was not tested. Forty
shovel tests placed in the two remaining areas produced negative results (Figure 7; Richner 1995).

In 1996, Forest Frost (MWAC) conducted an inventory of an area proposed for construction of a
new visitor center/ranger station. Forty shovel tests were excavated and only one historic artifact was
located (Frost 1996). The location lies at the extreme southern portion of the town site of Ghyllbank.
He noted a single depression, possibly a structure remnant or the result of the uprooting of a large tree.
The new visitor center/ranger station has since been completed (Figure 7) and no evidence of the
depression remains.

In 1998, William Hunt (MWAC) again visited the area to conduct testing at four proposed housing
locations. These locations, though close to the Ghyllbank site, appear to lie outside the immediate area
of the town. They are, however, located in the area of the former CCC camp. No significant cultural
resources were noted (Hunt 1998). Three of the areas investigated are shown in Figure 5; the fourth is
located to the northwest of the area shown.

In 1998, Starr prepared a draft Historic Structures Report that provides an informative review of the
history of Isle Royale (Starr 1998). The report contains numerous photos and several maps of the
Ghyllbank area and CCC camp, as well as a listing of structures that have been determined to be of CCC
construction. CCC structures still in existence include two employee housing units, the trail crew
bunkhouse, laundry building, carpenter shop, three tent frames, and a foundation.

In addition to information from previous archeological investigations, historic maps provide further
information about the CCC camp. A 1941 “Utilities Layout™ map of the Washington Harbor area (USDI,
NPS 1941) lists existing structures, proposed structures, and structures to be obliterated, and it shows the
existing CCC Camp structures by name (Figure 8). A 1961 map of proposed construction (USDI, NPS
1961) shows only four structures still in existence in the area of the CCC camp (Figure 9), and they are
identified on the 1941 map as the Mess Hall, Hospital, Officers’ Quarters, and Foremen’s Quarters
(Figure 8). Since the CCC area is slightly beyond the boundaries of the Ghyllbank settlement, the area
received only a cursory examination at the end of the project described in this report.

The projects conducted to date in the area of the Ghyllbank town site have been small in scope and
scattered, as dictated by the exigencies of construction projects. The current inventory reviews all of the
past project results and provides a more comprehensive documentation of cultural resources in the
Ghyllbank area.



Methods

The team conducted a pedestrian inventory over the entire settlement area. The area covered begins
on a line from the lake to the root cellar. It then goes north to a line that runs from the point where the
land curves west towards Washington Creek to the former CCC area (Figure 2). Three people walking at
2-m intervals examined the area and flagged all artifacts and potential features. The close interval was
necessary due to the dense vegetation. Approximately two days were required to complete the inventory.

Once the team had inventoried the area and all pertinent surface evidence was flagged, a Sokkia
Total Station with SDR-33 data recorder was set up and mapping was begun. Twelve mapping stations
were required to completely map the area. The Sokkia Mapping Program version 5.0 was used to
download the collected data. This produced a rough map. Subsequent maps (Figures 2, 5, 6, and 7) were
created using AutoCAD (Release 13).

The only excavations that took place were small shovel probes to locate the boundaries of the
foundation of the Wendigo Copper Company headquarters building. Photographs, sketches, and field
notes were made for each feature and many of the existing buildings. No artifacts were collected.
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Results

Many of the structures erected during the 1890s continued to be used through the Washington Club
era, and in some cases the buildings were used through the CCC period and well into the National Park
era. There is surface evidence of several structures and features throughout the former Ghyllbank area,
but only one possible Wendigo Copper Company structure is still in use today: the concessionaire’s store
may have portions of original 1890s construction. The main structures of the area, both modern and
historic, are discussed below.

Headquarters/Lodge/Store

The Wendigo Copper Company headquarters building was located on a leveled area near the current
concessionaire’s store, east of the new visitor center/ranger station (Figures 2 and 7). Constructed in
1890, the building was a 2's-story log structure that housed company officers and served as the
headquarters for the company (Figure 10).

The mining company used the building until 1892, when operations on the island ceased. The
Washington Club then obtained the structure and converted it into a sportsman’s lodge. The lodge
continued to be used until 1931, when it bumed down, leaving intact most of the smaller attached
structures to the south.

Portions of the east (back) foundation are still visible on the surface in a north-northeast to south-
southwest orientation (Figures 2 and 7). For ease of reporting, this will be termed the east wall and will
be described as trending north-south. Small shovel probes were used to locate each end of the foundation
(Figure 11). The east wall foundation is 64' 8" (19.7 m) long and 10" (25.5 cm) wide. The foundation is
concrete reinforced with rebar. It is unclear whether the foundation extended to the north end of the
north porch, which is a Washington Club—period addition (Figure 12).

The rest of the foundation was not visible on the surface, and shovel probes to locate additional
foundation remnants were unsuccessful. The approximate location of the west foundation is the west
edge of the rectangular flat area formed during the construction, and the south foundation and part of the
west are estimated to lie in an area that is partially covered by the concessionaire’s store, making them
difficult to locate (Figures 2 and 7). It is likely that remnants do indeed exist and could be located using
standard archeological excavation techniques, but it is possible the foundation for the store has damaged
the headquarters foundation in these locations.

The shovel probes revealed much burned soil and construction materials both inside and outside of
the foundation, with the majority appearing to be inside. This is evidence of the 1931 fire that destroyed
the building. Cut and wire nails were present, as well as flat and curved glass and ferrous fragments.

Rakestraw (n.d.) describes the headquarters building as follows:
The inside was lath and plastered. Living and dining rooms and kitchen were on the first floor: the second
floor had eight bedrooms. On the third floor, there were two bedrooms at each end. The open space between
was used for storage. to keep mining books. and as an office for the bookkeeper.

Photos from 1892 show a series of smaller structures connected to the south end of the main

headquarters building (Figure 12). During the Washington Club era, the smaller structures served as a
dining hall and caretaker’s cabin. A “Dining Room™ is present in this location on the 1941 utilities map
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(USDI, NPS 1941). Today, the concessionaire’s store is situated in the location of these smaller
structures.

Portions of the concessionaire’s store date at least to the Washington Club era and may even be of
1890s construction. After 1940, the store building was separated into two sections and an addition was
placed between the sections. An addition was then built on the south end of the building. Evidence of
this can be found in the south addition, which currently serves as living quarters for store personnel. The
foundation for this section is a recent concrete slab. The north end of the store appears to be resting on
cinder block piers on the downhill (west) side.

In 1936, the Park Service undertook an assessment of the Washington Club buildings. The purpose
of the study was to help estimate the value of the property to be obtained during the establishment of Isle
Royale National Park. A 1936 drawing of the current store building referred to this as the caretaker’s
cottage and dining hall for the club (Appendix A). At that time, the foundation was composed of 15
posts, each 8" wide and 2' long.

The existing store is 116' 6" (35.5 m) north—south and 24' 2" (7.35 m) east-west. The northeast
corner of the store is 12' west of the east wall of the surviving headquarters building foundation.

Root Cellar

Excavated into the hillside to the east of the store are two small buildings (Figures 2 and 7). The
first is a root cellar (Figure 13). The earliest evidence of such a structure is the 1920s photo of the
Washington Club (Figure 12). A description of the root cellar appears in the 1936 inventory of buildings
(Appendix A). It describes a root cellar with the walls and floor constructed of concrete. It was 13 ft
wide and 7 ft tall with a log roof covered with earth.

The root cellar is located 31' 5" (9.6 m) east of the center portion of the east wall of the store. It is
5" 11" (1.8 m) in a rough north—south orientation. The root cellar was excavated into the hillside in a U-
shaped trench 21' 7" (6.55 m) long (east to west). All space surrounding the building is filled with rocks
and covered with earth. This has the result of blending the root cellar in with the slope of the land on all
but the front side. There is one door and it opens to the west.

The root cellar has concrete walls, floor, and ceiling. Large rocks and boulders are piled outside of
the walls in random fashion with no mortar. Soil and vegetation cover the concrete roof. The park
currently uses the structure for storage.

Shed

A small shed is located north of the root cellar (Figures 2 and 7). It is the same distance from the
store as the root cellar, but it is east of the north end of the store. Currently, the park uses the shed for
storage(Figure 14). It is a small, wood frame building. A large U-shape trench, cut into the hillside,
allows for several feet of space between the building and the surrounding hill.

The shed is 8' 2" (2.5 m) north to south and 5' 3" east to west. It has one door, which opens to the
west. The shed does not appear on any of the historic maps or photos and appears to be of modern
construction.

Two other small sheds are present near the shoreline (Figures 2 and 6). Their current function and
the exact date of construction are unclear, but they are of recent Park Service construction and use.
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