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hundreds of miles to a smelter in Canada for process-
ing, while the ore in Utah could be processed close to
the pit, decreasing shipping costs dramatically and
making it more profitable to mine ore with a lower
mineral content. 

The other factor coming into play regarding
Kennecott’s decision to close the mine was that the
mining company could dig the pit only so deep before
risking a collapse of the side walls. The problem was
that the pit could not be broadened out to create a
gradual slope from top to bottom because the mining
company was constrained by the Flambeau River on
one side and State Highway 27 on the other. So the
huge “benches,” or steps, going down from the top of
the pit to the bottom were quite steep, to the point
that the mining company had to use metal strapping
and bolts to stabilize them (Figure 116-3). In fact, an
article appeared in the September 1997 issue of the
Engineering and Mining Journal about how Kennecott
had run into all kinds of problems with the walls of
the pit being unstable and how the bedrock had
turned out to be much weaker than the mining com-
pany had anticipated (CD 116-3). The article even
included dramatic photos of subsidence within the
pit. And mind you, that’s the same bedrock we were

told was so tough and hard that it would serve as an
effective barrier to keep acid mine drainage from
seeping into the Flambeau River. 

All I can say is this: From the very beginning of
Kennecott’s efforts to mine in Rusk County, the mining
company had a real knack for figuring out how to defy
state laws and local ordinances. But even Kennecott
could not figure out how to defy the laws of nature. 

The only way for Kennecott to get out the rest of
the Flambeau Deposit in the future will be for the
mining company to divert the Flambeau River and dig
a bigger open pit or resort to digging underground
shafts and tunnels. Of course, in either case the min-
ing company will likely want to build a mill and
smelter close by so it won’t have the expense of ship-
ping the ore long distances for processing. And to be
quite honest, I fully expect that Kennecott will try to
do something like that down the line. After all, the
mining company still owns property on both sides of
the Flambeau River and has held onto the mineral
rights. What’s more, if Kennecott were to build a
smelter in Rusk County, the company could promote
it for processing ore from all the other potential min-
ing sites in Wisconsin.

As far back as 1994, Evelyn was concerned that

Figure 116-3. At the end of mining, the Flambeau Mine pit was 220 feet deep, a half mile in length and 32 acres in size. The unstable benches,
which measured 30 to 40 feet in height, had to be reenforced with metal strapping to prevent their collapse. Also visible is a toxic soup of heavy
metals and acid in the bottom of the pit (News photo, Ladysmith News, March 13, 1997; republished with permission).
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