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Environmental Studies/English Honors Thesis 
 

Culture of Silence: Mining in the North Country and Living on the 
Periphery 

 
 
 When I first began this project my image of a mining operation was not pretty. I 

envisioned a large number of dirty men working in dangerous conditions, damp and 

deep underground. On the surface, large mounds of waste rock and tailings were piled, 

obliterating any sign of life. I suspect most people have this image of mines. Yet is this 

image accurate; does it reflect contemporary situations? Elizabeth Grossman, for 

example, in her recently published book, High Tech Trash, talks about visiting mines in 

Sweden and Arizona where copper, silver, tin, and other precious metals are removed 

for eventual processing into electronic goods. These mines are clean and safe. Still, 

some mines at the present time, especially in developing countries, are as I imagined. 

The difficult circumstances of the miners recently trapped underground in Chile 

demonstrate this claim. In any event, my initial perception of mining in the North 

Country was one of men covered in dust and suffering acute health effects that would 

develop into long term disease.  

 I started my research looking at the health effects of local miners. My interest in 

this topic was spurred by a course I took during the 2010 fall semester in which I read 

Silent Spring by Rachel Carson and Our Stolen Future by Theo Colburn, Dianne 

Dumanoski, and John Peterson Myers. I was interested in the hidden health impacts of 

environmental contaminants. Initially I focused my independent study on the health 

effects of talc mining. I conducted a fair amount of research using both web-based and 

peer-reviewed literature. I contacted lawyers who had dealt with litigation on behalf of 

miners who had been affected by talc. I also talked with a manager of one of the local 

talc mines, and I looked exhaustively through local newspapers and public records to 

find former miners who might be willing to talk to me. Whether conversing with 

managers or workers, I ran into a wall of amazing silence. For example, when I called 
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one former talc miner, he told his granddaughter who answered the phone that “he’d 

rather not get involved on the phone or in person.” It was discouraging to reach such 

dead ends.  

 At this point, it was recommended to me to read some social and political theory 

about mining in order to put into context my experience up to this point. This theory, 

which includes such things as the core periphery model, internal colonization, and 

dimensions of powerlessness, helped me to understand the silence I encountered. It 

also provided a framework for me to undertake a broader study about the history of talc 

mining and communities in the North Country that are economically dependent on the 

mining industry. This theory has been extensively applied to describe coal mining in 

Appalachia. The first section of my thesis explains some of this theory. 

 The basic argument of my thesis is as follows: Mining in North Country 

communities reflects conditions of geographical peripheries similar to those that have 

been documented in Appalachia. In other words, economic and social conditions, which 

include issues of personal and environmental health, are relatively the same in 

Appalachia and northern New York. Since both these areas are in the periphery, they 

face similar challenges. Among these challenges are an unbalanced structural 

relationship between peripheral regions and geographical cores, which wield 

considerably more corporate and political power. As a consequence, peripheries have 

grown increasingly dependent on core regions, which extract resources from the 

periphery, while fostering social quiescence in a number of ways, from the manipulation 

of labor to the subtle shaping of attitudes that promote the values of the core.  

After discussing the theoretical constructs and their application to Appalachia, 

the thesis develops a history of three kinds of mining in northern New York. Iron ore 

mining is described for Lyon Mountain and Star Lake. Talc mining is then described for 

the Balmat/Fowler area. Finally, zinc mining is described for Balmat/Edwards and 

Pierrepont. The final section of the paper shows how these examples of mining in the 

North Country exemplify the theoretical ideas. It also draws some direct parallels 

between northern New York and Appalachia.  
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To conduct my research, I read the works of academic theorists. This included a 

number of classic texts as well as a small amount of peer reviewed articles. I also read 

the works of local historians, again both books and articles. In addition, I made site visits 

to many of the mining operations and on one occasion met with a local historian. I 

utilized what social scientists call a snowball interviewing approach to identify people 

whom I might contact. I communicated via email with several additional individuals. As 

well, I searched newspaper archives of the Watertown Daily Times and Plattsburgh 

Press Republican, to accomplish several tasks; first to help me understand the relatively 

recent history of mining operations and second to identify individuals with whom I 

might speak. Overall my methods have been eclectic, combining classic approaches 

utilized in studies of local history and ethnic approaches utilized in the social sciences.  

 

 

The Core Periphery Model  

 

The core periphery model is used to explain the organization of capitalist 

production within a regional context. First proposed by John Friedmann in 1966, the 

core periphery model is composed of two interrelated parts: an urban core that boasts 

of economic progress and a rural periphery that lags behind the core.1 According to 

Lewis Mumford’s 1938 study, The Culture of Cities, the city is the heart of the body and 

“pumps blood of energy, people, and commerce to all parts of the regional organism.”2 

Periphery regions are defined as areas outside the core. With increasing distance from 

the core, levels of wealth, development, and standards of living typically decrease. 

There are fewer jobs, services, and investments. The poverty level rises. 

As the core expands in economic prosperity, it relies on its peripheral regions for 

economic and political success. It exploits the resources of the periphery and gathers 

the support of peripheral voters. Although economic prosperity in the core generates 

                                                 
1
 John Friedmann. Regional Development Policy-A Case Study of Venezuela (Cambridge:  

M.I. T. Press, 1966), 501. 
2
 Ibid., 507. 
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wealth, the peripheral areas enjoy only marginal benefits from this success, and income 

disparities between the core and periphery are exacerbated.3 

The core periphery model is rooted in colonial attitudes that form an “economic 

landscape” of inequality, composed of forces directed outward from the core, and on 

forces directed in towards the core.4 The colonialism of peripheral areas occurs when 

outside industries gain control, exploit the resources of the peripheral region, and then 

dominate the people of that region.5  Raw material extracted from the periphery is 

cheaply sold to core areas where it is consumed or manufactured into a product, and 

then sold back to the periphery as well as other national and world markets.  Peripheral 

areas are not guaranteed a trickle-down of wealth from the core.6 Rather, economic 

inequities are common because the periphery is geographically or politically isolated 

from the core, and because large corporations colonize the periphery without the 

economic interests of the local residents in mind. The greater the colonization of the 

periphery by the core, the less able the periphery is to resist the colonization and 

demands of the core.  

 

How Appalachia Can Be Explained by the Core Periphery Model 

 

The Appalachia periphery can be separated into two parts: the exterior 

periphery, which has greater access to resources because of closer proximity to the 

core, and the interior periphery, which lacks access to resources because of a greater 

distance from the core.7  “Northern and southern Appalachia are considered as the 

exterior periphery while central Appalachia represents the interior periphery.”8Northern 

                                                 
3
Clement Tisdell. Natural Resources, Growth, and Development: Economics, Ecology, and Resource 

Scarcity (New York: Praegar Publishers, 1990), 132. 
4
 Luis Lanaspa. "Multiple equlilibria, stability, and asymmetries in Krugman's core-periphery model." 

Papers in Regional Science 80, no. 4 (2001): 425. 
5
 Helen Lewis. Colonialism in Modern America: The Appalachian Case (North Carolina: The Appalachian 

Consortium Press, 1978), 3. 
6
 Tisdell, Natural Resources,132.  

7
 Tyrel Moore. "Core-Periphery Models, Regional Planning Theory, and Appalachian Development." 

Professional Geographer 46, no. 3 (1994): 319. 
8
 Ibid. 
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Appalachia refers to areas of Pennsylvania, southeastern Ohio, and West Virginia’s 

northern panhandle; southern Appalachia includes ‘western North Carolina, northern 

Georgia, northern Alabama, and northeastern Mississippi.’ Central Appalachia 

comprises most of eastern Kentucky, eastern Tennessee, western Virginia, and West 

Virginia.9 

Until the early 20th century, residents of central Appalachia largely practiced 

subsistence agriculture and living with “social organization based on kinship.” However, 

with the introduction of bituminous coal mining in the early 20th century, the economic 

basis of communities changed.10 Immense coal pockets in central Appalachia supplied 

up to 65% of the United State’s coal in 1974. Described as the “black gold of the energy 

era,” 11Appalachian coal promised great wealth, but Appalachia’s people remained 

landless and poor because the land’s resources were owned and controlled by the 

British company, American Association Ltd. People migrated to the coal camps for work, 

and the coal company provided services and housing for the workers and their families. 

Company towns developed with houses, stores, meeting houses, churches, schools, and 

hospitals all owned and controlled by the company. The coal companies also brought 

educated persons to the company towns, such as doctors and engineers, which led to 

the beginning of a stratified social system.12 This reality made and continues to make 

central Appalachia vulnerable to changes in industrial demand from the core.13  

After World War II, the majority of the country enjoyed “national economic 

expansion,” but developments in Appalachian coal fields during this time period led to a 

significant rise in unemployment and poverty among miners and their families. Jobs that 

had required human labor were replaced by machines.  The eastern Kentucky coal fields 

experienced a 60% decrease in employment from 1950 to 1960,14 and unemployment 

                                                 
9
 Ibid., 322-323 

10
 Lewis, Colonialism, 10. 

11
 John Gaventa. Power and Powerlessness Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley. (Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 1980),12. 
12

 Lewis, Colonialism, 11. 
13

 Tyrel Moore. "Core-Periphery Models, Regional Planning Theory, and Appalachian Development." 

Professional Geographer 46, no. 3 (1994): 322. 
14

 Lewis, Colonialism, 11. 
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rates in Appalachia grew to exceed the national average by 40%.15 President Kennedy’s 

Appalachian Regional Commission (PARC) found that the per capita incomes of 

Appalachian families were only equal to “65% of the national norm” at this time; per 

capita income of three-thousand dollars represented the poverty line, and over one-

third of Appalachian families had per-capita incomes of three-thousand or less.16 The 

coal companies had invested in Appalachia’s resources, not in its people, and as 

technology replaced jobs, the miners were not compensated.17 Because the coal 

company was primarily concerned with resource extraction, the land was not protected 

but torn open, eroded and contaminated.18 Few miners rebelled against the unfairness 

of the system.  

 

How the Core Exploits the Periphery and Why the Periphery does not Resist the Core 

 

The lack of response by miners and their families to the increasing 

unemployment and poverty rates in Appalachia can be explained through a social lens 

of political power.19 As John Gaventa states in his ground-breaking book Power and 

Powerlessness, “the miner understood something of powerlessness, of power, and of 

how the two could serve to maintain inaction upon injustice, even in a ‘democracy.’”20  

Gaventa describes three dimensions of power. 

 In the first-dimensional approach, the non-elite push back against inequalities 

imposed by the elite through the use of an open democratic system. The non-elite 

publically express grievances, run for public office, and file lawsuits.  By participating in 

the open system, members of the non-elite reestablish equality, and prevent political, 

economic, and social domination by the elite. Nonparticipation in the system is 

attributed to ingrained cultural attitudes and conditions of the non-elite such as 

                                                 
15

 Moore, Core-Periphery, 316. 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Lewis, Colonialism, 10. 
18

 Gaventa, Power, vi. 
19

 Ibid., 4. 
20

 Ibid., 5. 
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“apathy, political inefficacy, cynicism or alienation of the impoverished.”21 In other 

words, members of the non-elite are blamed for nonparticipation.22   

The term ‘culture of poverty,’ which has been utilized to represent these 

attitudes, was first coined in the late 1950s by Oscar Lewis, a renowned anthropologist 

who studied the urban poor in Mexico and Puerto Rico.23 In 1965, Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan used the term culture of poverty in a controversial report, “The Negro Family: 

The Case for National Action.” Moynihan stated that a culture of poverty in Black 

communities was linked to perpetual cycles of mothers who were not married and 

unemployed people who received welfare.24 The article raised public outrage among 

Black communities and civil rights leaders who saw the article as stereotyping Blacks, 

while serving a culturally biased mindset of the white elite. For many years after the 

report’s publication, people avoided the term culture of poverty for fear of being 

termed politically incorrect. However, modern social scientists have readopted the term 

within a new context. The ‘culture of poverty’ is no longer attributed to faulty morals in 

a cultural group, but to factors like geographic isolation and racism that perpetuate its 

cycle. The socialization of children and adults in a poor community with common 

attitudes and beliefs can also sustain the culture of poverty. William Julius Wilson, 

writing about ghetto life, defined culture “as the way individuals in a community 

develop an understanding of how the world works and make decisions based on that 

understanding.”25   

The second-dimensional power approach takes into account that the non-elite, 

who have the greatest need for political change, do not have equal access to decision-

making processes. The democratic system is not entirely open to them. Instead, politics 

are dominated by members of the elite who write the rules of the game so that the non-

                                                 
21

 Ibid., 7. 
22

 Ibid., 8. 
23

 Oscar Lewis. Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty (New York: Basic Books 

Inc, 1959). 
24

 Patricia Cohen. “„Culture of Poverty,‟ Once an Academic Slur, Makes a Comeback.” New  

York Times, October 18 2010, sec. A. 
25

 Ibid. 
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elite are unable to alter the power relationship even if they try.26 The elite create a 

political system that silences the voices of the non-elite while furthering its own 

agenda.27  

The third-dimensional approach explains the attitude of compliance and 

nonparticipation by realizing that the elite can shape the desires of the non-elite by 

“changing their demands and expectations.”28  For example, when the American 

Associated Ltd. moved into Appalachia, it brought with it ideas of a new “industrial 

order.” The values of the new order were propagandized as superior to the values of the 

local peoples. The Company coaxed the people into believing that their subsistence 

agriculture and kinship were both deficient and morally starved; they could be 

exchanged for a new culture that contained ostensible benefits of a more “progressive” 

civilization. Ministers were encouraged to “convert and civilize the mountaineers, 

gamblers and moonshiners,” and a new education system socialized children to believe 

that city people were of a “higher class” than their parents.29 In effect, religious and 

educational institutions, which were often brought in from the outside, shaped the 

beliefs and attitudes of the non-elite.   

The third dimension of power also forces the non-elite into a dependency on the 

good-will and graces of the elite.30 Thus, members of the local elite are more often than 

not re-elected on Election Day in central Appalachia’s Clear Fork Valley. There is fear and 

vulnerability associated with not voting for the local elite, because members of the local 

elite control the distribution of welfare stamps, collect the rent from company houses, 

and employ community members in public work programs. The saying “if you don’t vote 

for me, I won’t ‘commodate you’ creates political inaction towards inequality.31 

Separation from politics inhibits the non-elite from breaking into the realm of the local 

elite, and leads to a “culture of silence.”32   

                                                 
26

 Gaventa, Power, 9. 
27

 Ibid., 14. 
28

 Ibid., 12. 
29

 Ibid., 68. 
30

 Ibid., 18. 
31

 Ibid., 143. 
32

 Ibid., 18. 
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The third-dimension of power also explains the vast discrepancies in wealth 

between the core and periphery areas of Appalachia. According to the core periphery 

model, the domination of peripheral areas by extractive industries can be described as 

colonialism. With colonialism comes not only domination of the land but of the people 

as well. Just as with the American Associated Ltd., the corporate objectives were most 

greatly achieved when the people were submissive to the company’s values and ideas, 

and this could only be done if the people’s very value systems were amended, their 

culture degraded, and a mobilization of bias built into the political process to favor the 

elite.   

The three dimensions of power are well illustrated by events in Appalachia 

during the 1930s. In 1931, the market demand for coal decreased significantly. Wage 

cuts and layoffs took place. The “Middlesboro *Kentucky+ Daily News…reported about 

5,000 people in the coal hollows to be ‘facing starvation.’”33 Clearly coal miners at this 

point were helpless to improve themselves; starving, they lived in the first dimension of 

powerlessness. Colonialism had instilled in the miners “the anticipation of defeat.”34 

However, roots of rebellion grew as the miners realized their basic needs were not 

being met. They began to see the paternalistic facade of the coal companies. In order to 

reestablish dominance, the coal companies evicted “hundreds of miners 

…*and+…families” who had attended organized meetings of the United Mine Worker’s 

Association (UMWA).35 Eviction of the miners reflects the way in which a more powerful 

group simply outmuscles the weaker.  

Nevertheless, the miners initiated a strike. By May of that year 100 armed 

miners had fought a large number of deputies in the Battle of Evarts, leading to the 

deaths of three deputies and one miner. This uprising prompted the arrival of Kentucky 

State troopers. Throughout Appalachia, the protest strike continued to spread.36 In June 

1931, the strike was revitalized under the leadership of a new organization, the National 

Miner’s Union. It continued despite constant assault of “hired thugs, machine guns, 

                                                 
33

 Gaventa, Power, 96. 
34

 Ibid., 254. 
35

 Ibid., 96. 
36

 Ibid., 98. 
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dynamiting, beatings and killings of organizers and sympathizers, raids, evictions, 

burnings, harassments, and arrests.”37 The violence towards protestors clearly 

illustrated the first dimension of power. As mining companies started creating ways to 

prevent striking miners from ever returning to work, the case began to illustrate the 

second dimension of powerlessness.  

The local elites were able to control the media’s perception of the strike through 

the power of influence. Not only were the local elite the most visible spokespersons to 

the outside world, but they had a greater access to economic resources and were able 

to inhibit the “development of the resources…necessary for building a counter-

organization.”38 The local elite were also able to employ violence to their advantage. For 

example, “at least two outside reporters who were sympathetic to the miners were 

shot.” By controlling the dissemination of information in and outside Appalachia, the 

local elite were able to “isolate, contain, and redirect the conflict.”39  The control and 

manipulation of information created distinct perception and attitudes. By doing this, 

managers of the coal companies engaged the third dimension of power.  

 

When the Core Misguidedly Helps the Periphery  

 

President Kennedy and his advisors adopted the core periphery model to explain 

the inequalities in wealth between core and peripheral areas in Appalachia, and 

between Appalachia and the nation. However, President Kennedy did not fully recognize 

the role of all three dimensions in the colonization of the region. Kennedy created 

government programs that linked the core with the periphery, in order to decrease 

isolation and “bridge the developmental gap.”40 However, when links were made 

between the core and periphery, either by railway or road, core wealth rarely trickled 

back to the periphery.41  In areas with highly modernized “railroads, highly sophisticated 

                                                 
37

 Ibid.,102. 
38

 Ibid.,108. 
39

 Ibid.,106. 
40

 Moore, Core Periphery, 318. 
41

 Ibid., 318-319. 
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machinery, industries linked to the largest most powerful corporations in the world, and 

a non-farm industrialized population,” people were found to have only a minimal level 

of education and only basic skills.42 

 The aims of the Appalachian Regional Commission in the late 1960s and 1970s 

were to establish ‘vocational and technical education, health care, flood control, 

reclamation of strip mined areas, community development, infrastructure such as 

water-sewage projects and the massive highway construction program” to link 

Appalachia to core areas. The Appalachian Development Highway System was devised 

for the construction of 3,000 miles of highways and 1,000 miles of access roads.43 

Highways that connected core and peripheral areas did increase employment 

opportunities while strengthening the coal industry. Roads were used to transport raw 

materials to the core for processing.44 

 Like in Appalachia, wealth disparities exist in the North Country between core 

and peripheral areas. This divide has grown alongside the capitalization of mineral 

resources by mining companies and the resulting colonization of the region’s peoples. 

We see this trend expressed historically and at present in the talc mines. The following 

map may be useful for locating the mining activities discussed below. 

 
                                                 
42

 Lewis, Colonialism, 9. 
43

 Moore, Core Periphery, 321. 
44

 Ibid., 324. 
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Talc Mining in the North Country 

 

 Mining is a 1.5 billion dollar industry in New York State, and ranks in the top third 

of all states for value of mineral production.45 Talc mining historically took place in the 

Lewis and St. Lawrence counties. In Lewis county, the Carbola Chemical Company 

operated a mine near Natural Bridge. In St. Lawrence county, the Uniform Fibrous Talc 

Company, Gouverneur Talc Company, and International Talc Company operated mines 

in the vicinity of Talcville, and Gouverneur Talc Company and Dominion Company 

operated mines near Sylvia Lake. Gouverneur Talc Company is the only talc mine still in 

operation.46  

Legend holds that Samuel Merritt, a veterinarian, first discovered talc in Fowler 

in 1873 while exploring the farm of Abner Wight. This discovery was confirmed by a 

Watertown geologist, Daniel J. Minthorn. In 1876, the Agalite Fiber Company was 

formed to extract talc from Wight’s property. The company initially practiced open pit 

mining, but converted to an underground shaft when the pit became too deep. Ore was 

raised from the underground shaft in a horse-drawn bucket and taken to a nearby 

steam mill where it was crushed into powder. The mill produced an unrefined talc 

product and ceased production soon after mining operations began.47   

In 1876, Henry Palmer, who participated in the 1849 California gold rush, found 

talc in a road cut from Emeryville to Talcville. Two years later, Palmer began the first 

commercial talc mine in New York State on the Nelson Freeman farm near Talcville,48 

selling his operation to the International Pulp Company, which owned timber lands in 

the area in 1893. As a result of Palmer’s efforts, “talc mining introduced an economic 

                                                 
45

 New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, “Mining in New York State,” Accessed on 

14 Sept 2010. 
46

 Elaine Luedke Chester Wrucke, John Graham. Mineral Occurrences of New York State  

with Selected References to Each Locality Geological Survey Bulletin 1072-F (Washington, D.C: U.S 

Government Printing Office), 1959. 
47

 Martha Ellen. “Man‟s Vision Leads to Talc Industry” Watertown Daily Times 31 Oct 1999.  
48

 “The Bright Story of Talc in Our Area” The Tribune Press 23 Aug 1978. 
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boom to the rural and cultural counties of St. Lawrence and Jefferson in Northern New 

York State.”49 The American Talc Company opened a talc mine on the farm of John D. 

Balmat in 1892, 50 and in 1907, American Talc fused with International Pulp Company 

which renamed itself as International Talc Company in 1944.51 During World War II, six 

mines actively extracted talc and five mills processed it.  

 

Created in 1948 by the R.T Vanderbilt Company of Norwalk, Connecticut, the 

Gouverneur Talc Company52 produced over 

100,000 annual tons of ore from a deposit near 

Sylvia Lake in the Fowler-Talcville area by the 

middle of the twentieth century.53 In 1974, the 

Gouverneur Talc Company bought out the  

International Talc Company.54 By 1998 all talc  

mining and milling was taking place between  

Fig 1: R.T Vanderbilt sign, 2010                    Fowler and Balmat.55 

 

 

Case Study: Gouverneur Talc Company, Balmat, NY 

 

When the Gouverneur Talc Company bought out the International Company in 

1974, the treatment of the miners brought light to a social justice issue, illustrating the 

conflict in interest between the core and periphery. The Gouverneur area had been 56 

notorious for a high rate of unemployment. Mining offered one of the few viable career 

opportunities for men that wanted to stay in the area with their families. According to 

                                                 
49

 Mindy Hull. “Mesothelioma among Workers in Asbestiform Fiber-bearing Talc Mines in New York 

State” Ann. Occup Hygiene. 46 no. 1 (2002). 
50

 Ellen, “Man‟s Vision.” 
51

 “The Bright Story.”  
52

 Ellen, “Man‟s Vision.” 
53

 Webber, “Evidence,” 969.  
54

 “The Bright Story.” 
55

 Webber, “Evidence,” 969. 
56

 Ibid. 
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the New York State Department of Labor’s 1976 report, 98% of working residents in St. 

Lawrence county worked in their home county.57  

Rumors had been circulating as early as 1968 that International Talc Company 

would be selling to another company, but miners had remained largely uninformed of 

the dealings or possible consequences. Then, in May of 1974, miners were terminated  

 

 

by International Talc Company without 

warning when Gouverneur Talc Company 

acquired the company in an afternoon 

stockholder’s meeting.58  Although the 

men were encouraged to apply for 

employment with Gouverneur Talc 

Company, 39 of the miners were turned 

away after medical examinations             

Fig 2: Gouverneur Talc mine buildings                      revealed lung damage. To receive any 

form of Workmen’s Compensation, Social Security, or Unemployment Insurance,  

the miners had to prove they were dying from lung cancer. In a nearly non-existent job 

market, the miners were forced to either find alternative work, or to navigate a flawed 

system littered with barriers for compensation benefits. 59  

                                                 
57

 John Fitzsimons. Through the Mill; 39 Talc Workers Out of Work and Out of  

Luck (Canton: St. Lawrence University North Country Research Center, 1977), 2.  
58

 Ibid., 1. 
59

 Ibid., 3. 
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Although the International Talc Company’s 

motivations for selling their assets to 

Gouverneur Talc Company have remained 

elusive, there is reason to believe that they 

were troubled by “increasing environmental 

concern over asbestos and its connection to  

Fig 3: Sign reads “Gouverneur Talc Subsidiary     the talc industry” and the financial                

of R.T Vanderbilt Co.”                                            commitment the company would have to 

make to meet new industry safety standards. The sale to Gouverneur Talc Company may 

also have anticipated the revised New York compensation law, which in July 1974 

required that workers had to prove only “partial disability” to receive compensation 

from the company and government.60 

Doctors for International Talc Company, and later for Gouverneur Talc Company, 

gave misleading information to miners, telling them that their lungs were fine although 

X-rays showed differently. Mine inspectors gave the Company two or three days of 

notice before inspection, enough time for the Company to clean away talc-containing 

dust.61 Local doctors, unaffiliated with the company, also felt pressure to misdiagnose 

occupational disease.  For example, when radiologist Dr. George Wineburgh diagnosed 

miners with mesothelioma, which can only be caused by asbestos, instead of 

emphysema, which can be caused by a variety of other factors, he was fired from the 

community hospital.  

In January of 2008, the company announced the end of talc production in 

Fowler.62 Miners laid off from Gouverneur Talc Company sought jobs at St. Lawrence 

Zinc Company and Stillwater Mining Company in Montana, other locations where jobs 

also quickly disappeared.63 Gouverneur Talc Company continued to mine wollastonite in 

                                                 
60

 Ibid., 11. 
61

 Andrew Schneider. “It didn‟t matter what they called it…it‟s killing us” Seattle Post Intelligencer  22  

Jun  2000.   
62

 Martha Ellen. “Firm Still Fills Order for Talc-Winding Down: Gouverneur Facility to  

Cease Production of Talc by April 1” Watertown Daily Times 08 Jan 2009. 
63

 Martha Ellen. “Miners Having Ups and Downs-Work Hard to Find: Some From NNY Move Out West, 

Only to See New Jobs Disappear” Watertown Daily Times 22 Nov 2008. 
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Harrisville, a mineral used in plastics, ceramics, and foundries, which was then 

processed in Balmat. Later that year, Gouverneur Talc Company also fired its top five 

management personnel in order to cut costs, leaving seven employees with paid salaries 

and twenty-two hourly workers. 64  The company has since formulated a reclamation 

plan, which includes plans to level out the mine tailings, cover them with soil, and then 

reseed the area. The original surface pit mine will be filled with water to form an 

artificial lake.65  

David Dean, one of the few remaining employees at Gouverneur Talc Company, 

explained that “the easy economic times are done…all the easy stuff is gone.” He was 

pessimistic about the future of the Gouverneur area. Mining jobs were simply “survival 

unless you *could+ get into academia and government offices.”  Because of the job cuts, 

miners he knew were “scattered all over” the west. Controversy over asbestos content 

in the company’s talc remains rampant, and when asked to discuss the health effects of 

“dust exposure” Dean said, “I have to be evasive… *it is+ propriety information.”66 

 

Talc as a cause of Asbestosis diseases 

 

The National Institute for Occupational Health (NIOSH) defines a mineral as a 

“naturally occurring inorganic compound with a specific structure and elemental 

composition.”67 Asbestos refers to fibrous minerals, usually long, thin, and flexible, that 

fit into two categories: serpentine and amphibole. Serpentine minerals contain 

chrysotile asbestos. Amphibole minerals contain amosite, crocidolite, tremolite, 

anthophyllite, or actinolite asbestos.68 Both categories are valued for their high tensile 

                                                 
64

 Martha Ellen. “Changes made at Vanderbilt mining paying off in increased production.” Watertown 

Daily Times 18 Dec 2009. 
65

 Martha Ellen. “Closed surface mine to be reborn as lake-filling in naturally: end of talc  

production at town of Fowler facility leads to reclamation project” Watertown Daily Times, 19 Apr 2009. 
66

 Personal Interview, David Dean, 23 Oct 2010. 
67

Department of Health and Human Services, Asbestos Fibers and Other Elongated Mineral Particles: 
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strength and resistance to heat and chemicals.69Although industry does not define talc 

fibers as asbestos, independent scientists have shown that they cause asbestos 

diseases.70  

 According to a 2006 World Health Organization (WHO) report, around 125 

million people worldwide are exposed to asbestos in their workplace. The two most 

common diseases associated with asbestos are asbestosis and mesothelioma. 71 

Asbestosis results from the scarring of lung tissue. When the asbestos fibers are inhaled, 

they attach to and irritate lung tissue. As a defense mechanism, the body builds cysts 

around the irritation, and these cysts take up valuable space in the lungs, preventing 

adequate diffusion of oxygen into the bloodstream.72  The disease kills by slow 

suffocation as “lungs *are+ made uselessly rigid by scarring from deeply embedded 

mineral fibers…cancerous tumors… *and+ muddy-yellow fluid the consistency of honey.” 

People with advanced stages of asbestosis show clubbing in the fingertips and nails, 

which is caused by a lack of oxygenated profusion to the area.73 Mesothelioma is a 

“cancer that exists as a primary tumor principally in the lining of the lung (pleura) or the 

lining of the abdomen.”74 Pleural Mesothelioma accounts for 95% of cases among males 

and 77% of cases among females.75 The cancer has a latency period of over thirty 

years.76 Its only recognized cause is asbestos exposure. 

In the late 1970s, asbestos was defined as a human carcinogen by the U.S EPA, 

the International Agency for Research on Cancer, the WHO, and the U.S National 

Toxicology Program. It has been determined by these agencies that there is no safe level 

of asbestos exposure.77 However, talc industries have relied on scientific debates about 
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what constitutes asbestos to “obfuscate the problem of asbestos-related diseases.”78 

Scientific consultants are often approached by companies and offered millions of dollars 

to write, publish, and promote “product defense papers,” which are supposed to halt or 

defer product regulations in an attempt to defeat litigation attempts by plaintiffs who 

are bringing cases against the company.79 

The debate over whether or not R.T Vanderbilt Company’s talc contains asbestos 

has generated conflicting opinions between R.T Vanderbilt Company and public health 

experts on the exact definition of asbestos.80 In 1972, the Occupational Safety and 

Health Administration (OSHA) set the first U.S standards for asbestos by accepting a 

recommendation by the NIOSH that asbestos be defined as chrysotile, amosite, 

crocidolite, tremolite, anthophyllite, or actinolite.81 In 1983, lawyers employed by R.T 

Vanderbilt Company wrote to the Department of Labor to question “OSHA’s acceptance 

of NIOSH’s determination that “… *talc in the+ mine was tremolite and was harming the 

health of the miners.” The lawyers also explained that OSHA’s current stance foretold 

“disastrous economic consequences” for R.T Vanderbilt Company.82 Two years later, the 

New York Department State of Health conducted a study to assess abnormalities in 

chest X-rays among patients in the St. Lawrence and Jefferson counties that had been 

recorded by a local radiologist.83 The abnormalities showed clusters of fibroses (scar 

tissue) and changes in the pleura, indicating possible exposure to asbestiform minerals. 

About 60% of all patients with abnormalities had worked for a year or more in talc 

mining or milling.84  

In 1986, OSHA amended its definitions by distinguishing minerals that behaved 

like asbestos and those that did not.85 Fibrous minerals were reevaluated along the lines 
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of “biologic properties” to discern between asbestos and non-asbestos forms. OSHA still 

agreed with NIOSH that talc was tremolite,86 but by 1992 had reversed its determination 

that R.T Vanderbilt Company’s talc was an asbestos form of tremolite. 87 It was 

ascertained that the R.T Vanderbilt Company’s talc was a non-asbestos form of 

tremolite, and that there was “insufficient evidence” to conclude that the non-asbestos 

form presented “a risk similar in kind and extent to asbestos.”88 

Piles of pathology reports, autopsy reports, medical studies, and death 

certificates confirm the existence of asbestos disease in area miners, implicating 

strongly the fibers in talc. However, the New York Supreme Court ruling in 1999 that 

mining companies could not be sued for health damages, because state law mandated 

that all claims be forwarded through worker’s compensation, posed a large hurdle.89 

The nation’s first successful verdict on behalf of a worker employed in the talc industry 

did not take place until November of 2006. The plaintiff, Peter Hirsch, who was a New 

Jersey potter, had developed mesothelioma determined to have come from contact 

with talc from R.T Vanderbilt Company. During the trial, R.T Vanderbilt Company 

maintained its decade’s long claim that its talc was not asbestiform, and thus did not 

contain carcinogenic fibers.  Both R.T Vanderbilt Company, and the marketer of the talc, 

were found liable for the worker’s death.90   

Recently, awareness of talc as a primary cause of asbestosis and mesothelioma 

diseases has infiltrated the court system and public consciousness, although the change 

comes too late for most people formerly employed by the North County talc mines.  The 

year after the Hirsch case was decided, Durham’s Rock Hard Water Putty, which was 

used to “patch walls, repair wood, and for sculpting and modeling building” was called 

into question by the Center for Environmental Health in Oakland California. Talc in the 

putty had been purchased from R.T Vanderbilt Company and was found to have 

“asbestos and talc containing asbestiform fibers” according to Jerrold Abraham, doctor 
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of pathology at SUNY Upstate Medical University, Barry Castleman, an environmental 

consultant, and James Millette, a microscopist formerly employed by the Environmental 

Protection Agency.91  

The downsizing and impending closure of the talc mine has hurt the employment 

of the region. However, with its relatively large population of 7,418, according to the 

2000 U.S Census Bureau, the village of Gouverneur has insulated the impact of the 

mine’s closure with a more diversified economy. In comparison, the following case 

studies of iron ore mines in Lyon Mountain and Star Lake highlight the crippling effect of 

industry closure in small towns. With respective populations of 458 and 860, Lyon 

Mountain and Star Lake have vulnerable economies that offer no buffer to the 

consequences of mine closure.92
 

 

 

Iron Ore Mining in the North Country 

 

The Adirondacks of Northern New York are home to what were once the largest 

open iron-ore mines in the world. Iron-ore extracted from the mines was crucial to the 

industrial expansion of the nation. The Sixth Federal Census in 1841 found that nine 

counties in the Adirondacks were producing “7,354 tons of cast iron and 9,107 tons of 

bar iron” per annum.93 Men found employment in the mines and in the forest, cutting 

down timber and making charcoal to use in the ore smelters. By the 1880s, over one-

fourth of the nation’s iron ore was being produced in the Adirondacks. The amount of 

ore still in the ground at that time was described as bottomless.  
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Case Study: Lyon Mountain 

 

 According to local myth, the Lyon Mountain Ore Bed was discovered by a local 

trapper, Collins, in 1803. However, it was not until Lloyd N. Rogers purchased the 

Chateaguay Ore Bed in 1822 that its discovery was officially recorded.94 Rogers did not 

develop the ore bed because of its geographic isolation from routes of transportation 

and urban centers. Around 1872, Andrew Williams and Smith M. Weed founded the 

Chateauguay Ore Company, which was based out of Plattsburgh, and purchased the 

Chateauguay Ore Bed from investors who had bought the property from Roger’s son.95 

Mining operations began in 1873.  A forge or blast furnace turned ore into iron blooms, 

or porous bars of iron and slag (a byproduct). 

 Iron blooms are formed when air is blasted into a charcoal furnace, and small 

amounts of iron ore and charcoal are added interchangeably to the flames. The 

incomplete combustion of charcoal releases carbon monoxide, which reduces the iron 

oxides in the ore to metallic iron.  Small pieces of iron fall to the bottom of the furnace 

and mix with slag to form a porous mass called a bloom. Wrought iron, often created 

from blooms, is formed by reheating the bloom, and pounding the slag out of it with a 

hammer.96 

In 1874-75, an iron forge was constructed near Belmont. Ore from the Lyon 

Mountain mines was transferred by plank road to Upper Chateaugay Lake, where it was 

loaded onto a barge, and then brought to the forge at Belmont. The forge produced 

high quality blooms that were 99.7% iron, .017% sulfur, .017% phosphorus, .13% 

carbon, and .08% silicon.97 The steel districts of Pennsylvania and Ohio accepted over 

fifteen gross tons of the iron blooms daily. Ore traveled from Chategaugay to 

Pennsylvania and Ohio along the Lake Champlain Railroad, which was extended in the 

1870s to reach directly to the ore bed. Aware of the ore’s high iron content, builders of 

the Brooklyn Bridge and George Washington Bridge in New York City used Lyon 
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Mountain’s ore.98  Low phosphorus levels made it extremely malleable and ideal for 

bridge cables.99  

By 1883, the hamlet of Lyon Mountain had grown to a prosperous town of three 

thousand people. In 1885, the Chateauguay Ore Company opened a blast furnace in 

Standish for the production of pig iron, and laid rails to Standish from Lyon Mountain.100 

Pig iron is made with the starter products iron-ore, coke or charcoal, and limestone. Air 

is blasted into the bottom of the furnace, which causes the calcium in the limestone to 

combine with the silicates in the ore and fall to the bottom of the furnace as slag. Iron is 

turned to liquid by the combustion of coke or charcoal, made intensely hot by air 

blasted into the furnace. Liquid or molten iron drains to the bottom of the furnace after 

passing through the slag. It then cools in a pile of sand. Once the molten iron has cooled 

it is referred to as pig iron. The pig iron is very hard and brittle because of its high 

carbon content.101 Just as in Lyon Mountain, the furnace in Standish led to economic 

prosperity, and the population of Standish grew. The townspeople built a school, 

church, and general store.102  

In 1893, the Company moved its operations at Belmont to Standish in order to 

consolidate facilities and save money. The Company was able to export both iron 

blooms and pig iron by railroad from the same location. The forge at Belmont closed, 

and with it the lives of the surrounding townspeople were uprooted. The closure of the 

Belmont forge served as an example of how quickly a town, with an undiversified 

economy, could become subject to decision-making by business.  

In 1902, the Chateaugay Iron and Ore Company discovered that the veins of ore 

at Lyon Mountain were 70 feet thick, instead of the expected 30 feet, and that the veins 

extended "six miles in a northeasterly and southwesterly direction," marking the ore 

deposit as one of the largest deposits of iron ore in the world.103 A 1907 New York Times 

article claimed that the land owned by the Chateaugay Iron and Ore Company contained 
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over 500 million tons of ore that was registered at 40% iron.104 With this discovery, the 

Company mobilized some three hundred workers to fell timber for charcoal production, 

and to rebuild the Standish blast furnace so that it could produce 25,000 tons of pig iron 

each year.105 The major stockholder in the Chateaugay Iron and Ore Company at this 

time was the Delaware & Hudson Railroad Company,106 which took over business of the 

former Lake Champlain Railroad in 1903.107 In 1914, the main shaft at Lyon Mountain 

was drilled deep underground in order to replace the original open-pit mines.108 As iron-

ore production increased, the charcoal supply for the Standish furnace dwindled 

because of local deforestation. Charcoal is made from wood heated in the absence of 

oxygen. To switch to an alternative fuel source, the Standish forge was remade into a 

coke furnace. Coke, a distilled product of coal, represented a more long term fuel 

solution. With the advent of the World Wars in 1914 and 1939, the Lyon Mountain 

mines were pushed towards their maximum production.109 During World War II, three 

shifts ran round the clock to ensure continuous production of ore. Over 700 men 

worked each shift.110  

 

Fig 4: Loading facilities for hopper cars on railroad spur lines 
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Deaths in the mine were frequent, and more than 160 miners lost their lives 

during the mine’s operation. The most dangerous jobs fell to laborers, drillers, muckers, 

foremen, chute pullers, and bell ringers.111  One of the most common reasons for deaths 

was “rock bursts.” As the weight of ore increased with mine depth, pressure built up 

overhead. Because the iron ore was brittle, it did not absorb all of the pressure, and 

would spontaneously implode; killing miners with blasts or cave-ins.112 The blasts were 

registered as high as 4.0 on the Richter scale.113 According to accounts by local 

historians, corruption in management prevented attention from media and “serious or 

fatal accidents [were not reported+ unless absolutely necessary.”114 The company never 

once claimed responsibility for deaths of the miners.115 As local historian and author 

Lawrence Gooley states, because of the “oppressive control of the company who owned 

your house, your stores, and your livelihood… it would seem wrong at best and 

foolhardy at worst to challenge such a power.”116  

The Republic Steel Corporation, which bought out the Chateaugay Iron Ore 

Company in 1930, continued to control the Lyon Mountain hamlet as a company town 

until the 1950s. According to 

Gooley, “the people were 

appreciative of mining jobs and 

wages, but it’s hard to overstate 

the control the company 

maintained over their lives…the 

company owned the mines, the 

land, and virtually the entire  

Fig 5: Company houses 
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village.”117 Miners who moved to Lyon Mountain were put up in company housing and 

forced to pay rent prices established by the company. Although the rent was not 

outrageous, this arrangement prevented the miners from being able to buy their own 

residential property. If a miner was injured in the mines, and was unable to return to 

work, he was given only a short time to move out of the company house before a 

healthy miner assumed occupancy. Also, the only place to buy goods in Lyon Mountain 

was at the company store. At one time, coupons called “scrips” were handed out by the 

mining company in place of wages, and the only place to use scrips was at the company 

store. The Company also kept control over people’s lives by preventing the formation of 

a town government. Instead of elected officials, “the manager of the company was also 

the mayor, and the company security officers served as police under the control of the 

company manager.” The company “wielded absolute power over everyone’s lives.”118
 

Margo Kourofsky, the director of the ‘Friends of Lyon Mountain Mining and 

Railroad Museum,’ and third generation resident of Lyon Mountain, explained how 

there were “hard times and good times, and we stocked away for the bad times.” 

Layoffs and strikes were a “way of 

life.”  She recounted a struggle that 

ensued between the company     

and miners in 1904. The miners 

wanted the company to pay for coffins 

if they were killed in the mines, but 

the company refused. The miners  

Fig 6: Friends of Lyon Mountain Museum                     went on strike, but the company asked 

the town priest to tell the miners to go back to work. The priest followed company 

orders and the men went back to work.119 
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The hamlet of Lyon Mountain was once described as the "town that will never 

die," but the end of mining in 1966 proved to be the first in a string of economic 

hardships on the town. Most of the old mine buildings at Lyon Mountain have now been 

torn down as well as the forge in 

Standish. The large tailing piles in Lyon 

Mountain are now being slowly removed 

by a Canadian business, which is using 

them for sand blasting and shingle 

making. Although the mountain's ore has 

not been entirely depleted, the current    

 Fig 7: Mine Tailings         cost of extraction is not economically                 

     profitable at the present time.120         

Lyon Mountain has historically been and continues to be economically 

vulnerable because of an undiversified economy. Today the hamlet faces the impending 

closure of the Lyon Mountain Correctional Facility and a general aging of the population. 

Over 60% of Lyon Mountain residents are retired.121 The town’s main source of income 

since the mine’s closure has been the Correctional Facility, but the prison is expected to 

close in the winter of 2010-11. The prison has provided “dozens of local jobs and 

support to area businesses.” The Plattsburgh-North Country Chamber of Commerce has 

promised support in finding an alternative source of employment for the town, but 

prospects remain bleak.122 As Margo Kourofsky stated, “civilian workers have no idea 

what will happen to them, we’re in a pretty bad situation.” She described how after the 

mines closed, some miners stayed with the salvage companies, or the prison, while 

others looked for work at the Plattsburgh and Malone hospitals.123 

Although Kourofsky is not hopeful that Lyon Mountain will survive to support a 

younger generation, she is proud of the town’s history and of the “league of men that 
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worked together” in the mines.124  The 

men, which included her father and 

grandfather, were united by common 

work, hardship, religion, and the sport of 

baseball. As Gooley states, “dealing with 

the difficulties of life in the mines, the 

people of Lyon Mountain developed a     

Fig 8: Inscription reads “Mill No.3, 1917”                     strong bond and an excellent support 

system. The sense of community they developed was truly remarkable, perhaps the 

strongest and most sincere of any in the county. It is still visible today through the 

united efforts of many older citizens who are working to preserve the town’s history.”125  

  

Case Study: Benson Mine 

Star Lake, a village in the southern St. Lawrence County, is geographically 

isolated at 60 miles from the nearest city.126 In the 1950s, the town became home to the 

largest open pit iron-ore mine in the world.127 The ore body at Benson Mine was 

discovered in 1810 by engineers conducting a survey for a new highway from Albany to 

Ogdensburg. The engineers noticed the spinning of their compass needles due to the 

large quantities of magnetic ore under their feet.128 In 1889, the Magnetic Iron Company 

began developing the Star Lake ore body,129 which sat under some three-thousand acres 

of land.130 Production of ore halted in 1893 with a depression in the iron ore industry, 
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but resumed in 1900.131 In 1910, the Benson Mines Company bought the site from the 

Magnetic Iron Company132 and continued operations on and off until 1918.133 At the 

onset of World War II, Benson Mines reopened when Jones and Laughlin Steel 

Corporation leased the site. The U.S Department of Defense built ore processing 

facilities and the iron-ore was shipped to Pittsburgh for use in the war effort.134 The 

mining operation expanded significantly in the 1950s, and was renamed the New York 

Ore Division, although control remained in the hands of the Jones and Laughlin Steel 

Corporation.135 At its height, the company employed 840 workers in 1960. 136  

With the economic prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s the Company took a 

leading role in community development. The company published a magazine called Men 

and Steel, which provided “general information about different parts of the plant… *as 

well as+…personal interest stories, *and+ weddings births, deaths, anniversaries, and 

other family news…”137 In 1952, the magazine highlighted the Company’s financial 

contributions to town projects, which included construction of the Central School 

building, water system, housing project, and hospital.138  

The ore body at Benson Mine is composed of magnetite and non-magnetite ore. 

The average percentage of iron in both magnetite and non-magnetite ore was about 

23%., less than the 40% at Chateauguay. Iron-ore deposits that contained 50% or more 

iron were depleted in the United States by the mid-1940s. The ability to concentrate 

“non-magnetite ores by gravity processes” at Benson mines ensured its economic 

expansion because these processes enabled lower grade iron ore to be used in steel -

making.139  In 1952, a gravity plant was built, which allowed non-magnetic ore to be 
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processed on site.140 Ore was extracted using open pit mining methods. Holes were 

bored in the ground and filled with explosives. “About two gross tons of crude ore… 

*were produced+ per pound of explosive used.” A four ton ball on a crane smashed the 

ore into smaller pieces, which were then loaded onto a dump truck and transported to 

the Coarse Crushing Plant, which broke the ore into pieces three-inches in diameter. A 

conveyer belt then took the ore to the Fine Crushing Plant, which reduced it in size to 

“one and one-half inch in diameter.” The ore was sometimes crushed into even smaller 

pieces of “five eights of an inch” before it was sintered, concentrated, and transported 

to steel manufacturing centers.141 Sintering merges ore with coke so it is easier to 

process in steel facilities.    

On average, the Jones and Laughlin Steel Corporation shipped about 1 million 

tons of iron ore sinter each year to steel plants in Pittsburgh and Aliquippa, PA, and 

Cleveland, OH using the New York Central Railroad.142 Trains left from the Watertown 

Junction, traveled to the Benson Mine to pick up ore, returned to Watertown, and then 

continued on to Syracuse, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, and Ohio.143  The iron from Benson Mines 

was used in the steel production for Chrysler cars.144 

The process of open pit mining, which eliminated the need for costly 

underground mining, and “the relative softness of the rock, which simplified crushing 

and extraction…” served to the mine’s advantage; however, the “low iron-content of the 

ore…*and+…the remoteness of the mine from navigable water, necessitating relatively 

costly rail transportation” eventually hampered the mine’s financial success.145 Also, 

increasing pressure from foreign competitors, which were selling duty free iron-ore 

products to the United States, caused the entire U.S steel industry to decline and 

collapse throughout the 1960s.146   
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The Benson Mine was a staple of the local economy. It employed hundreds of 

workers and supported over 1,900 people near the end of its operations.147 The mine 

also paid over 400,000 dollars each year in taxes, which helped to maintain local 

infrastructure and services.148 When the Benson Mine closed in August of 1978 more 

than 365 people lost their jobs, and Star Lake slipped sharply into economic decline.149 

The number of students enrolled in local schools dropped from 1,400 in 1978 to 625 the 

following year.150  

In 2000, LTV Steel Corporation, the successor of J&L Steel Corporation filed for 

bankruptcy after losing the business of General Motors.151 Two years later, the U.S 

Bankruptcy Court sold LTV Steel Corporation’s assets to WL Ross and Company, LLC, for 

$127 million. The retired employees of J&L Steel Corporation were informed that their 

pensions and health benefits would be terminated later that year (Hall, 100). WL Ross 

and Company, LCC did not assume responsibility of benefits to former employees 

because it had purchased the assets of the company, instead of the company itself.152 

Today, Benson Mine is abandoned. Described as an “eyesore,” it remains as an 

“industrial wasteland of partly demolished buildings, toppled furnace stacks, broken 

windows, heaps of rubble and debris, and rusting machinery and equipment.”153 The 

orphaned site symbolizes the prevailing attitude of industry after it pulls out of an 

area.154 The town of Star Lake struggles to survive despite decreases in population, tax 

base, and housing prices. Echoing Karevsky of Lyon Mountain, Alice Williams, a retired 

agent/operator for the Benson mines states, “we had to accept the fact that the good 

times had come to an end, with our limited commodity.”155 
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The waste of production from 1889 to 1978 polluted local water sources and 

ecosystems. Contaminants at the site have included lead, asbestos, and mercury, 

although oil is the largest environmental concern.156 The Benson Mine site is believed to 

have hosted New York State’s largest industrial oil spill.157 The Little River, a tributary of 

the Oswegatchie River, once contained an oil slick of diesel fuel, which leaked from the 

site.158 The oil had been deposited on the ground between the Little River and the open 

pit where ore had been mined. Three twenty-four hour a day pumping stations were 

used to draw over 18,000 gallons of water a minute to remediate the spill.159 From 1987 

to 2000, the Department of Environmental Conservation spent over one million dollars 

on cleanup of the oil spill, and removed over a quarter million gallons of oil from the 

site.160 Now a 2.5 mile long ‘lake’ marks the once open-pit mine.  

 Benson Mine has been targeted for redevelopment because jobs from any type 

of industry would stimulate the depressed economy of the local area. Many plans for 

the site, including the building of a toxic waste treatment plant, the building of a prison, 

and the use of the space by the air force, for “simulated bombing runs for the 

controversial cruise missile,” have all failed.161 In 1991, Dongrove Holdings of New 

Brunswick bought the property with the intention of developing it into a wood-floor 

processing plant, but due to residual oil contamination, Dongrove was unable to move 

forward.162  

The St. Lawrence County Industrial Development Authority has applied for 

brownfields funding under conditions stated in the 1996 Clean Water/Clean Air 

Environmental Bond Act of the state; it has also has taken advantage of the federal 

Superfund law, which in 2003 underwent revisions to provide more money for 
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brownfields remediation and redevelopment.163 Revisions to the Superfund law lower 

the burden for the local contribution to remediation from 25% to 10% if the county 

industrial development agency were to seize the site for clean-up and redevelopment 

purposes.164 Future plans for the abandoned site have included the building of a “small-

scale manufacturing business or a light industrial park,” if the property can be 

adequately cleaned. Prospective companies could take advantage of the road and 

railroad, which although in bad repair, still link the abandoned mine to core areas of 

industry throughout the northeast.165  

 

 

Zinc Mining in the North Country 

 

According to the US Geological Survey conducted in 1959, underground mines in 

New York mined arsenic, graphite, gypsum, iron, lead, natural cement, pyrite, salt, talc, 

wallastonite, and zinc. In St. Lawrence County, there have been four zinc mining 

facilities, including operations at the Hyatt mine near Talcville, the Edwards mine in 

Edwards, mines #2, 3, and 4 in Balmat, and the zinc mine in Pierrepont. As of 2010, all of 

the North Country zinc mines had stopped production because of chronically low 

market prices for zinc ore.166 

Zinc is used in galvanizing, which coats steel in a thin zinc layer to prevent 

corrosion.167  Galvanized steel is used in many car parts and construction materials. Zinc 

oxide, the powdery pigment formed from zinc ore, is used in certain rubber and 

paints.”168 Zinc is also the basic component of pennies, but is hidden under an outer 

layer of copper.169 
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Case Study: St. Joe Minerals Corporation in Balmat/Edwards 

 

In 1906, the New Yorkers, Lewis W. Francis, George M. Clark, and William S. 

Montgomery formed the Northern Ore Company of Edwards, NY. The company name 

was changed to the New York Zinc Company in 1923. Three years later, St. Joe Mineral 

Corporation bought New York Zinc to become the “largest combined producer of zinc 

and lead in the United States.” 170 The company mined in the towns of Balmat and 

Edwards, NY, and processed the ore at a mill in Balmat, which opened in 1972. At full 

capacity, the Balmat mill processed up to 4,300 tons of zinc ore each day.171  In 1974, 

the zinc deposits at the Balmat and Edward mines were providing New York State with 

all of its zinc and the nation with 10% of total zinc production.172 But, by 1981 the 

Balmat mill was processing only 2,000 tons of ore a day; still, the company employed 

380 persons and contributed over 6.5 million dollars in annual wages to the local 

economy.173 

In 1985, 355 Balmat mine workers went on strike174 in disputes over “pensions, 

health benefits, contracting out jobs and other issues.”175 Two years later, the Zinc 

Corporation of America purchased the mines from St. Joe’s Mineral Corporation.176 The 

new company did not recognize the strikers as its employees, and by 1990, using a new 

work force that was hired as replacements, the Balmat mine was producing between 

110-135 tons a day, just a fraction of its former production.177 In 1991, the U.S House of 
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Representative passed a bill stating that new workers could not be permanently hired to 

replace workers that were on strike.178 The passing of this law would have made the 

United Steelworkers International Union a much stronger organization. However, this 

bill was never signed into federal law, and in 1994 the 35 to 40 miners who had 

remained on strike since 1985 finally called it quits after the local chapter of the United 

Steelworkers International Union ran out of money.179 

In 2001, the Balmat mine closed because of low zinc prices and over two 

hundred workers were laid off. At this time, St. Lawrence Zinc owned the mining 

operation.180 The Balmat mine reopened in 2006 when zinc prices rose; however, the 

mine closed again when zinc prices dropped below eighty cents per pound. To make zinc 

mining economically feasible, it was necessary that zinc bring in at least $1.25 per 

pound.181 Extracting ore at Balmat was costly due to the deep shafts of the mining 

operation.182 

In 2008, St. Lawrence Zinc found about twenty new areas for zinc exploration 

near Balmat through the use of electromagnetic mapping.183 Production began yet 

again, but in May when Willard Clewis Jr. was killed by a falling rock while drilling 1,300 

feet below ground, the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) flooded 

St. Lawrence Zinc with citations. These citations alleged that the company had not 

followed safety standards and adequate protocols. Three months later St. Lawrence Zinc 

laid off about 200 workers (80% of its work force). Only 30 to 35 people were kept 

employed to maintain the facilities and mine a small amount of ore. St. Lawrence Zinc 
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explained to MSHA that it would stop exploring new sites for mining and would 

significantly limit production by 2009.184 Miners terminated by the company received a 

regular salary for 60 days as compensation; the miners had been making about $960 

dollars per week.185 Some miners openly vented about the situation. As James Hatfield 

said, “they did it the dirty way. We kept asking what was going on and none of them had 

the guts to tell us.” The general manager at the time of the layoffs refused to comment 

in any of the local newspapers.186 

In September 2008, the Stillwater Mining Company in Montana recruited just 

over 10% of the miners that had been laid off. As one miner said, “the challenge is 

having to leave home and family” to move out west. Stillwater made 26 offers of 

employment to miners, all of which were accepted.187 Samuel Gallup, a miner who had 

accepted one of the offers, was laid off from Stillwater after only his first day of work, 

along with 525 of 1,770 Stillwater employees. His position was lost when the Stillwater 

mine suffered from drops in market prices for palladium and platinum, materials used in 

catalytic converters. By January, 2009, Stillwater planned to lay off another 370 

workers.188 By March 2010, the Balmat operation only employed twelve people.189 

 

Case Study: St. Joes Mineral Corporation in Pierrepont 

 

In 1980, St. Joes Mineral Corporation discovered a zinc ore bed in the town of 

Pierrepont, NY. Mine operations at Pierrepont began in 1981 and concluded in 2002. 

The ore bed was believed to contain about 2.5 million tons of ore, with a zinc content of 

15%. Engineers employed by the company determined that 500 tons of ore could be 
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brought to the surface each day, which would extend the operation for 20 years.190 In 

order to begin mining the ore bed at Pierrepont, the company had to acquire land use 

permits, which could only be obtained after preparation of an Environmental Impact 

Statement. The permits included a freshwater wetlands Permit,  wastewater discharge 

permit , mining permit, stream bed or bank disturbance permit, stream crossing or 

disturbance permit, zoning permit, and a building permit.191 

In 1981, the St. Joe Zinc Company submitted a Draft Environmental Impact 

Statement (DEIS) to St. Lawrence County requesting the construction of an underground 

zinc mine. The proposed mine would be accessed “by a decline which would be 

tunneled in the outcropping rock and proceed downward at an 8 1/2% grade from a 

total distance of 4,000 feet.”192  Hydraulic jumbo drills and explosives would be used for 

ore extraction.  

 An Environmental Impact Statement is written to give transparency to a 

company’s main objectives, to inform community members of potential impacts, and to 

“minimize and prevent adverse environmental effects” while taking into account socio-

economic resources and the effect of the plan on the “human environment.”193 The 

National Environmental Policy Act, which was passed in the early 1970s, requires an EIS 

to assess land resources, such as topography, geology, soils, and slopes of an area; 

water resources, such as drainage, flood plains, water quality, and water supply; air 

resources, such as climate and air quality.  The law also requires the inclusion of the 

public in the process of environmental review, in order to maintain an open democratic 

system. The EIS is distributed to public spaces, such as town libraries, where it can be 

read and studied by community members. A public hearing is held, and written 

comments are accepted, so that   community members can voice concerns, questions, 

and/or comments on the proposed project.  

A draft of St. Joe Zinc Company’s Environmental Impact Statement was made 

available to the public at the Canton Free Library and the St. Lawrence County Planning 
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Office. This draft was the basis for many comments that were made by community 

members in letters and at a public hearing in Canton, NY on March 19, 1981. The 

following are excerpts of testimony in reaction to the EIS draft.  

 

 

1. Mike Reilly-Director of the Environmental Planning for the Zinc Mining Division of 

St. Joe Resources Corporation in Balmat, New York 

- “I would like to state and St. Joe would like to state that we are anxious to get on 

with this project. We feel that it will be good for us and good for our employees, 

and will be good for the local area and will be good for St. Lawrence County…we 

have always tried to act responsibly in our many years of mining operations in St. 

Lawrence County and we continue to do so with the Pierrepont mine.”194 

2. Dan Kelleher 

- Kelleher recognized the benefits of the proposed mine, including the added tax 

base, and more jobs, but was concerned about the level of noise. When the 

company drilled for preliminary ore samples, Kelleher was forced to listen to the 

drilling day and night. He explained his frustrations by saying, “it would seem to 

me that when you move into a peaceful rural area like this, where you will be 

creating noise that the people who live here will have to endure for 16 hours 

every work day for 20 years or more- it would be your responsibility to use the 

best noise control available… a St. Joe 23 ton 81 decibel diesel truck will be going 

by your house 11,000 times every year.”195 

3. Chuck Cernera 

- “How many people have read the Impact Statement? How many have? Maybe 

about 10 out of 60. I’m just wondering what’s going to happen because there 
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was such a disregard of the inhabitants there of the area…I’m just frightful of 

what’s gonna happen.”196  

4. Donald Cernera 

- The EIS was “very biased” and there was “little detailed information available.” 

- For example,  the EIS indicated that “asbestos does create or does harbor a 

potential danger if inhaled but the Impact Statement mentioned the fact that 

there is no potential danger to drinking water which may in fact contain asbestos 

but that is wrong because they found that asbestos that is taken into the 

digestive tract can lead to stomach cancer, cancer of the colon, and various 

digestive problems” 

- St. Joe made about 798 million dollars in 1980, and yet the company was paying 

pennies for individual’s mineral rights.  

- Cernera was concerned about changes to the water supply. “I feel that if I do 

lose my well and I have to now wait for water to be trucked in, I feel that the 

quality of my life is going to be very very heavily decreased” 

- “I think I have a smattering of it but I really don’t know the depth of this thing. I 

read in the New York Times that St. Joes is being bought by Segrams for $2 

billion and he wants to give me my 3 cents and acre or $3 I don’t understand the 

correlation of this zinc stuff here. I really don’t understand what’s going on.”197  

5. Albert Rinebold 

-  He was worried that tax payers will be charged for maintenance of the haulage 

road. He thought the company should have to pay road maintenance costs.198 
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6.  Stuart Messinger 

- Messinger felt that effects of above normal radiation levels had not been 

adequately addressed in the EIS.199  

- “It can lead to such things as miscarriages and abnormal births and unknown 

aberrations and many far reaching effects that you may not see today you might 

see in 20 years.”200  

- “What’s the additive effect of the radiation, the noise level, stress and strain of 

putting up with these trucks, decreased water supply?”201  

7. William Cook-Director of the Office of Economic Development for St. Lawrence 

county 

- William Cook expressed concern about the 1981 unemployment rate in St. 

Lawrence County, 12%, which was amplified by “layoffs at Central Foundry, the 

St. Lawrence Railroad, and St. Lawrence Pulp and Paper …” In the St. Lawrence 

County, “29% of the people employed…work for governments and an additional 

2% are employed in the Service and Miscellaneous category.” 

- The mine at Pierrepont would stimulate the area’s construction industry, provide 

thirty-five private sector jobs at the mine and Balmat mill, safeguard 

employment at the Balmat mill, and provide a “stable flow of wages and tax 

revenues for the County’s economy” for twenty years. For these reason, the 

Director of the Office of Economic Development for St. Lawrence County fully 

supports the mine “as an environmentally sound method of economic 

development.”202  
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8. Ken Friedel, Jr 

- “I believe the large corporation should be closely monitored. I do believe that 

everything here should be taken in to consideration but I do consider myself a 

working man and in lieu of the high unemployment of this area and the declining 

jobs and the difficulty of raising a family, I do believe that we should proceed as 

fast as possible as bringing this income to this area in the hopes that for myself 

and my friends may be able to find a job driving one of these noisy, dirty 

trucks.”203  

The Final Environmental Impact Statement submitted by the St. Joe Zinc 

Company was a revision of the draft. It included the transcripts that had been recorded 

at the public hearing and the company’s response to statements made at the public 

hearing.  The Final EIS addressed areas of major environmental concern, including but 

not limited to, the mine’s effect on water quality and runoff into the nearby Van 

Rensselear Creek, the mine’s effect on the Village of Canton’s upland water supply, the 

possible threat of asbestos minerals and radiation at the site, the degradation of roads 

from heavy trucking when moving ore from the Pierrepont mine to an existing mill at 

Balmat, and the impact of noise and its effect on quality of life. 

 

 

Fig 9: Abandoned site of old company buildings 
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Fig 10: Filled in mine shaft 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 
The testimonies in the EIS reflect particular characteristics of the social and 

political theory introduced in the first section of the thesis. As a basic tool of policy-

making, the entire process of preparing an EIS strives to address the first dimension of 

power. It attempts to reduce inequalities through the use of an open democratic system 

that equally shares the process of environmental review with the non-elite. As seen in 

the above case, the system is supposedly open because the EIS gives alleged 

transparency to the company’s objectives, and the public was able to express grievances 

and concerns at a public hearing. However, when taking into account the second 

dimension of power, local residents did not actually have equal access to decision-

making processes; instead, the elite invited the illusion that the power relationship can 

be challenged. One way the company isolates the public from the decision-making 

process is with the control of information. When Cernera states, “I think I have a 

smattering of it but I really don’t know the depth of this thing,” he is expressing 

frustration with his inability to gather all the facts. Public input is based largely on the 

information in the EIS. The selectivity of wording, the occasional sugar coating of major 

issues, and certain inconsistencies in the EIS all warrant a closer examination that 
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Cernera, as a citizen, is able to perform. In the end, the zinc company and its consultants 

framed the issues in a way that limited citizen participation. The third dimension of 

power, which recognizes the ability of the elite to shape the desire of the non-elite by 

influencing their very wants and expectations, is also evident here. For example, when 

Fridel states, “in lieu of the high unemployment of this area and the declining jobs and 

the difficulty of raising a family, I do believe we should proceed as fast as possible in 

bringing this income to this area,” he reveals his own personal dependency on the 

market economy and reflects the belief of many residents that the region has an 

unavoidable, deep-rooted reliance on an industrial economy.  

Similar to the early residents of central Appalachia, who largely practiced 

subsistence agriculture and “social organization based on kinship,” early settlers to the 

North Country also practiced subsistence agriculture.204  However, with the introduction 

of bituminous coal mining in the early 20th century to Appalachia, and the introduction 

of various types of mining into northern New York in the early 1800s, the economic 

basis of communities changed. 

With the arrival of mining companies came a reorganization of power. When the 

American Associated Ltd. moved into Appalachia, it brought an industrial order that 

permeated the public consciousness. According to the third dimension of power, the 

company shaped the desires of the non-elite by “changing their demands and 

expectations.” 205Company towns began to dot the landscape, not only in Appalachia, 

but also throughout the North Country. An excellent example is Lyon Mountain in 

Franklin County. The Chateauguay Iron and Ore Company maintained enormous power 

over people’s lives by controlling housing, town government, and wages. At one time, 

“scrips,” or coupons, were given instead of wages and could only be used at the 

company store. Management also controlled the local media and pressured religious 

leaders to cajole striking miners back to work.  

                                                 
204

 Philip Terrie, Contested Terrain: A New History of Nature and People in the Adirondacks (New York: 

Praegar Publishers, 1990), 23. 
205

 Gaventa, Power, 12.   



43 

 

Subsistence farmers were dependent for their success on the quality of the soil 

where they settled, the capricious nature of weather, and other geographical factors 

over which they had little control. They were also dependent on each other. They 

shared goods, labor, and a host of services. But with the rise of market capitalism, 

residents of rural areas became less dependent on the land and more dependent on 

corporations, often with headquarters based elsewhere. This dependency extended to 

the provision of basic needs, food and clothing from the company store, and company 

housing. It also produced a certain acceptance of risks. In a market economy, mining 

companies had an economic hold that regulated the lives of residents.  In the town of 

Gouverneur, mining offered one of the few well-paying jobs. Because of this, miners 

were hesitant to question the health effects of talc exposure, or to admit to symptoms 

of asbestosis or mesothelioma. Other community members, such as the local 

radiologists and doctors, also felt pressure from the company. If physicians diagnosed 

miners with mesothelioma, they were fired from the community hospital. In this way, 

the companies influenced what was and what wasn’t an occupational disease for which 

they could be held liable. Miners who objected were trapped in the first dimension of 

powerlessness, by a company that simply exerted its will. They were also trapped in the 

second dimension of powerlessness by a company that influenced laws and regulations. 

And in maintaining an economic hold on residents, the mining company was able to 

wield the third dimension of power by influencing the very expectations about life in a 

mining town.   

As with Appalachia, North Country towns, were often geographically isolated 

from urban centers. According to the core periphery model, with increasing distance 

from the core, levels of wealth, development, and standards of living typically decrease. 

The North Country towns were subject to the whims of the mining industry, and the 

boom and bust cycles for iron and especially for zinc. Unlike in Appalachia, where 

technology replaced jobs during the second World War,  employment opportunities in 

North Country mining actually expanded as technological innovations allowed mines to 

re-open and develop during World War II.  
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Although resource rich, peripheral towns were economically poor; mining 

companies pocketed most of the wealth obtained from ore and mineral deposits. 

Because the ore and minerals were transported from the periphery to urban areas for 

processing and utilization, the periphery received minimal financial benefit from 

manufacturing and sale of final products.  

Occasionally, miners recognized how mining companies were exploiting their 

labor for profit and took action to obtain a greater share of the revenue. This 

recognition was seen in both the actions of Appalachian miners in the 1930s and the 

actions of zinc miners in the mid- 1980s. In both cases, however, the companies were 

able to thwart the actions of the miners. In Appalachia, violence and a policy of evasion 

were used to keep miners in the first and second dimensions of powerlessness. In the 

North Country, a similar policy of avoidance, as well as changes in company ownership, 

kept miners in the dark.  

In the case of striking zinc miners at St. Joes Mineral Corporations, replacements 

were permanently hired once Zinc Corporation took control. Striking workers were just 

let go.  In the case of talc miners, a change in corporate ownership selected against 

miners who had any evidence of mesothelioma. Sick miners were simply not rehired by 

the new company.  

Because the miners did not have equal access to decision making power, they 

were unaware of the negotiations taking place when International Talc was transferring 

corporate ownership to Gouverneur Talc. As one miner said “we knew they was gonna 

sell out, but we never knew when.” 206 The miners’ lack of participation in company 

politics ultimately silenced their voices; they were never consulted on the conditions of 

the sale.  The miners were furthered hindered when they unsuccessfully tried to 

navigate government programs for compensation. “Roadblock after depressing 

roadblock…*slowed+…their progress towards obtaining aid from Workmen’s 

Compensation, Social Security, or Unemployment Insurance,” a sure result of 

“government bureaucracy adhering closely to the ‘letter’ of the law while neglecting the 
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important ‘spirit’ of the enacting legislation.”207 Not only were the miners unable to 

penetrate the thick skin of bureaucracy, but they lacked the financial means to 

effectively challenge bureaucratic red-tape through legal action.  Lacking access to 

corporate changeovers, unaware that workers affected with disease would be fired, and 

unable to utilize government programs, North Country talc miners were surely trapped 

in the first and second dimension of powerlessness so characteristic of peripheral 

regions.  

 Management of Gouverneur Talc employed the third dimension of power by 

convincing the miners that talc “dust” was safe. Herb Conklin, a talc miner for thirty 

years stated, “they claimed the dust was safe, non asbestiform…they posted signs on 

the bulletin board saying the government doctors, the guys from NIOSH, were wrong, 

that it wasn’t dangerous.”208 Not only did the company advertise the safeness of talc 

“dust,” it enlisted the aid of company doctors to drive the point home.  According to 

retired talc miners, “company doctors hid the illness from them.” As Charlie Minckler, a 

former miner, said, “we took company physicals every year…they knew whose lungs 

were shot, but they wouldn’t tell us and they wouldn’t send us to a specialist.”209 By 

downplaying the risks of “dust” exposure, and withholding accurate health information, 

the mining company effectively altered the miners’ beliefs and attitudes towards “dust.” 

Gouverneur Talc, and later R.T Vanderbilt, chose to lie about the dangers of talc 

dust because acknowledgment of the health effects would negatively impact business. 

Workers would be hard to find, and lawsuits would significantly reduce profits. 

However, when business was going well for companies, they often donated money to 

community development projects. This was also evident when contributions were made 

to the school and hospital in Star Lake. Even so, it is important to note that the primary 

corporate objectives were always to colonize the periphery for financial gain. More 

often than not, the needs and interests of local residents were forgotten in times of 

economic decline. For example, when Benson Mine closed, the company abandoned the 
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site and town, leaving an industrial wasteland and crumbling tax base. The mines in the 

vicinity of Gouverneur were similarly abandoned by International Talc, although being a 

larger and more diverse community, Gouverneur, was able to more effectively absorb 

the loss. When corporations abandon communities in peripheral areas, the impacts are 

quite devastating. From time to time, people recognize the need to provide alternatives. 

Sometimes, this recognition comes from outside the region; sometimes, this recognition 

comes from within.  

President Kennedy’s Appalachian Development Highway System (ADHS), built in 

the 1960s and 70s to bridge the developmental gap between the Appalachian periphery 

and core areas, did not solve the problem of poverty in Appalachia. Instead, it simply 

facilitated the movement of people and goods out of or through the periphery and into 

the cores.  Rural Appalachia remained poor. Similarly, the railroad from Star Lake to the 

steel centers of Pittsburgh, Aliquippa and Cleveland, did nothing to redistribute wealth. 

Although more than one million tons of iron ore left Star Lake each year by train, the 

community received little in return. Transportation infrastructure tends to be a one-way 

route, taking away from the periphery and feeding the core.  

In recent years, New York state governors David A. Paterson and Andrew Coumo 

have been pressured to support the Interstate 98 project, which would connect 

interstates 81 and 87, primarily by following the Route 11 corridor, with spurs to 

Massena and Ogdensburg. In the past, this proposed interstate was called the “rooftop 

highway,” but advocates began to term it Interstate 98 in order to make their vision 

more tangible. Proponents of the rooftop highway deem that the road would stimulate 

economic development of the North Country; they have estimated that the highway 

would create 27,000 new jobs.210 However, opponents of the plan, such as Richard 

Grover, the former director of the St. Lawrence County planning office, have called the 

project a “pipe dream” that is financially unfeasible at the present time.211 Still, local 

government leaders, frustrated by high levels of poverty and unemployment, have 
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spoken: “we cannot let our youth and jobs slip away anymore”212 and leaders from both 

parties in each of the eleven counties of the 23rd Congressional District have signed onto 

a letter in support of the project.213 Sue Montgomery-Corey, Essex County Democratic 

Committee Chairwoman, was the only person not to sign the letter.  

Montgomery-Corey refused to sign the letter because she believed that state 

transportation funds would be better allocated elsewhere. As she said, "[the rooftop 

highway] is great for all of the bigger communities, but for the little ones, it may not be 

such a good thing…small communities like Minerva struggle to try to figure out how to 

have jobs for people, and we all try to support small business; I'm just not sure those 

entities will be supported very well by this project."214 Montgomery-Corey understands 

the implications of the core periphery model for the North Country, and is thus able to 

break out of the third dimension of powerlessness. The proposed Interstate 98 project is 

a false promise. It will not improve the North Country any more than the New York 

Central Railroad aided southern St. Lawrence County or the Kennedy proposal for 

interstate highways benefited Appalachia. Whereas Montgomery-Corey recognizes that 

I-98 will simply facilitate, not stem, the exodus of people and resources from the region, 

the beliefs of other party leaders continue to be shaped by the third dimension of 

power. They willingly believe that any form of development is economically beneficial, 

even when history suggests otherwise.   

Throughout my research, I have found that the public is continually 

disadvantaged by a flawed capitalist economy that systematically favors the elite. I have 

seen history speak to the present, and in so doing, have recognized the failure of 

government officials to learn from lessons of the past. As C Wright Mills notes, “men are 

free to make history,but… some men are indeed much freer than others. For such 

freedom requires access to the means of decision and of power by which history can 

now be made.”215 Mills is referring to the second dimension of power, in which the non-

elite are removed from controlling decision-making processes. Separation from 
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decision-making processes compels the non-elite to “lose their sense of political 

belonging because they do not belong” and “their political will because they see no way 

to realize it.”216 Thus, the power elite are able “to manage and to manipulate the 

consent of men.”217 With a loss of political will, arising from the manipulation of beliefs 

and attitudes, a culture of silence is perpetuated. It is the silence that I encountered 

when I first began this project. 
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