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Cool, Clear Water - Painesdale Mine’s Supply the Purest 
By Dave Marciniak Gazette Writer June 26, 1987

In September, 1967, when it became clear to Copper Range 
that their attempts to locate another fruitful deposit of ore 
on the Baltic Lode were unsuccessful, they ceased mining 
operations in Champion #4 forever. However, copper was 
not the only resource of Champion #4; it was also the source 
of potable water for all of Adams Township, Houghton and 
Hancock.  So, the company turned over the maintenance 
of the shaft and hoist house over to the Adams Township 
Wholesale Water Authority, so they could maintain the 
underground pumps and supply of water.  In the Fall 2018 
issue of the Painesdale Mine & Shaft, Inc. newsletter, we 
reprinted an article on John Katalin Sr., the hoist operator, 
written by Dave Marciniak for the Daily Mining Gazette.   
With permission from The Daily Mining Gazette, we are 
reprinting another article written by Dave Marciniak, on 
Gene Johnson, the water operator for Adams Township, 
published on June 26, 1987, titled “Cool, clear water.”  
The underground aquifer and water pumping operation 
were sealed off by capping of the mine in 1994 after the 
surface pumps were installed.  We can now only make 
mental images of what the water pumping operation looked 
like, by reading descriptions done by those who recorded 
it in words, and perhaps in stray photos and in a grainy 
homemade video.  The reprint of this article is helpful in that 
regard. As an aside, the title “Cool, clear water”…….might 
get you singing if you are of a certain age and can recall 
the Sons of the Pioneers.  Dave Marciniak was more than a 
reporter, but a good story-teller as well.

PAINESDALE: -  About 15,000 lucky Copper Country people 
can thank a 1925 mining accident for that good, cold glass 
of water from their taps that’s just about the purest drinking 
water in the United States.

The water is pumped from a reservoir situated 200 feet 
underground in the second level drift at the old Champion 
Mine.  The reservoir stretches for 1,000 or 1,500 feet and 
varies in depth from four to eight feet.  And don’t try telling 
Gene Johnson, the water operator for the Adams Township 
Water Department, that this water isn’t the best around.

“You can toss a dime in there and see if it’s heads or tails,” 
he said.

Continued on page 2...

“Golden Oldie,” a water pump resting on 3rd level 
of the Champion mine that once supplied water to 
Hancock and Houghton, sits silent now, replaced 

by smaller pumps. Gene Johnson, the water 
operator, makes certain that 15,000 people always 

have a cool glass of water to drink. 
(Gazette photo by Dave Marciniak)

It’s in the third level below the reservoir where 
water pumps labor hard, especially during the 
recent hot, steamy dog-days afternoons, to supply 
water to Hancock, Adams and Portage Township, 
South Range, part of Houghton, Dodgeville, 
Hurontown, Trimountain and Baltic.

A fast-moving underground river flows past level 
No. 2., supplying the reservoir with water. The 
river’s origin and where it meanders after passing 
isn’t known.
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Hopping on the man cage in the No. 4 shaft, where 
36 miners in a single ride would be brought below 
for work, Johnson rang a bell and the cage lumbered 
down 300 feet to level No. 3.

First stop was the high pressure pump, working quietly 
to pump water into Painesdale, Trimountain, Baltic 
and South Range.  Next to this pump stood an old 
pump no longer used.  “This is the Grand Old Lady,” 
Johnson said.  That pump served communities for 
many years.

Not far away stood its companion __ the low pressure 
pump that supplies Hancock, Portage Township and 
parts of Houghton.

Around the bend he went. “ ‘This is the Golden 
Oldie,’ “ Johnson said, leaning against another 
machine that’s now retired.  It’s big.  The pump would 
fill any typical home kitchen and leave no elbow 
room for flipping a hamburger.  Years ago it pumped 
water to Hancock and other communities.  It was a 
quiet running pump. “You could fall asleep sitting 
here,” Johnson recalled, patting “Golden Oldie.”

Together, the two smaller machines which replaced 
the “Grand Old Lady” and “Golden Oldie” pump 
out an average 1.3 million gallons of water daily.  
When temperatures soar and demand increases, the 
machines pump 1.4 to 1.5 million gallons.  Customers 
pay 41 cents for each 1000 gallons used.

Johnson opened a wood door, decorated with old 
chewing tobacco tins and a movie star photo, and the 
drift extended out into the dark.  From here, it’s 3,000 
feet of hard walking and climbing to reach a ladder 
going up to the reservoir.

“It seems like it’s getting farther away,” Johnson said 
of the periodic walks taken to check the reservoir.  “I 
don’t know what the reason is.”

In a level below, submersible pumps are assigned the 
job of keeping the unnamed river at bay so it doesn’t 
flood the mine.  Each day an average of 1.2 million 
gallons of water are pumped into the Otter River, 
Johnson said.

Fishing in the Otter River where the water flows out 
is good, Johnson said.  He measured close to a foot 
length between two hands.  “They’re pulling them out 
like that,” Johnson said of speckled trout.  “If it wasn’t 
good water, you wouldn’t see speckled trout in there, I 
don’t think so.”

This water story began in 1925.  Champion miners 
broke through to the river 3,000 feet south of No. 4 
shaft.  The river ran down through the mine and was 
finally caught at the sixth level.  The Champion has 
54 levels going down more than one mile.  The bosses 
knew they had a heck of a water producer and tapped 
it.

It was contained and dammed on the second level, 
and soon communities in the area were drinking 
Champion water.  The name “Champion” was 
prophetic because years back it was named the 
27th purest water in the United States by the federal 
government.  The operators couldn’t recall which 
agency awarded the title because it happened long 
ago.

But the operation will change soon.  I’s quaint and 
old.  The word “old” tells why.

Adams Township Supervisor Ed Charles said the cost 
of maintaining this system is prohibitive.

With a donation of five acres of land from the Mead 
Corp., the township has plans to shut down the 
operation below ground and move the pumps and 
equipment to the surface.  Charles estimates that the 
conversion will cost about $2 million.

Charles said the shaft and drift must be constantly 
maintained to prevent a cave-in.  Costs to dewater the 
mine are about $2,500 monthly.  Shaft maintenance 
is several thousand dollars per year.  Overall, 
the operation costs about $100,000 to $150,000 
annually.  The township has applied for an Economic 
Development Agency grant to offset the cost of 
updating the system.

Charles said the area has been fortunate for the 
excellent water, but changes must be made.  “We’re 
living on borrowed time,” Charles said.  “If we want 
to maintain the health and welfare of the people 
we serve, it’s mandatory that we have an automated 
pumping station on the surface.”  With automation, 
Charles said, the department would save money and 
still provide water for the same cost.

Should the grant not be approved, Charles said the 
next option would be to ask the people to approve a 
water bond.  If the people said no, that would leave 
the final option.

“We’d let it go until it caves in,” Charles said.  “Then 
that’s it.”
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Two years ago the Houghton County Mine Inspector 
visited the shaft-rockhouse. His assessment:  “I give 
it 20 years before it has to come down as a safety 
hazard”. These words were a call to action for the 
Board of Directors. Readers of our last newsletter will 
know that the past two construction seasons have 
been a flurry of activity at the Champion #4, and we 
are pleased and proud of the progress that has been 
made.

In autumn 2018 George Kiiskila of UP Engineering 
performed a structural evaluation of the shaft-rock 
house and made recommendations for remediation. 
We believe that by the end of the next construction 
season we will have completed most of this work 
using funds provided by a donation from the Leuthold 
Foundation and a matching grant from the Keweenaw 
Heritage Foundation. Lahti Contracting has also 
generously offered to complete necessary asbestos 
removal at no cost. 

Champion #4 Needs Your Help! 

Show your support
The Painsdale Mine and Shaft’s 
Champion #4 Mine has partnered 
with Tadych’s Econo Foods in their 
Community Care Program.  Econo will 
make a 1% donation to the Mine for 
register receipts brought in. 

We will have a table set up at the exit 
on the 31st of July for you to drop 
off your receipts.  We will also have 
souvenirs from the mine available.

Your donations are greatly appreciated.

The remaining 
recommendation 
involves reinforcing the 
steel support columns 
that form the foundation 
of the rockhouse. They 
support the hundreds 
of tons of iron and 
machinery being held 
aloft. The estimated 
cost of this project 
is $18,000. With a 
Keweenaw Heritage 
Grant, we will need 
to have $9,000 in 
matching funds. 

This vital project cannot be fully funded with the cash 
resources that we currently have without putting our day-
to-day operation in jeopardy. So we come to you - our 

members and friends - to ask for your 
help. We need your donations so that 
we can take the next step in preserving 
this wonderful structure and the history it 
represents.

Please donate what you can. Remember 
- every dollar that you donate will be 
matched by the Keweenaw Heritage 
Grant. We sincerely appreciate your past 
and continued support!

Donations should be sent to:

Painesdale Mine & Shaft, Inc. 
PO Box 332 
Painesdale, MI 49955

John Blom, Lifetime Member of PM&S, has published a booklet, 
“Mine Fatalities in Adams and Elm River Townships 1889 - 1967.” 
The booklet contains 336 names of those who died in the copper 
mines of Adams and Elm River Townships - Atlantic Mines, Baltic 
Mines, Trimountain Mines, Champion Mines (Painesdale and 
Globe), Winona Mines, and Wyandot Mine. 

Copies are available for a $10 donation plus $2.60 for 
shipping and handling, or $12.60 per copy. Please send your 
request and check to PO Box 332, Painesdale, MI 49955. Net 
proceeds will be used to continue the preservation work on 
the Champion #4 Shafthouse, which is being dedicated as a 
memorial to all those who toiled under hazardous conditions 
and died in our copper mines.

Mine Fatalities Booklet
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In addition to our website, www.painesdalemineshaft.
com, we have increased our online presence by 
establishing a Facebook page.  Using a social media 
platform we can actively, on a continuing basis, post 
photos, videos, and items of interest relevant to our 
mission of preserving Champion #4 as well as keeping 
followers updated on what’s happening as we move 
forward with projects for which we have received 
funding.  The Facebook page was begun in February of 
this year.  Check us out, feel free to make comments, 
and “like” our page. 

What You Are Telling Us By Anton J. Pintar, Treasurer

We often receive comments from our members on 
their family ties to Painesdale, Copper Range, the 
Champion Shafthouses and the Range Towns. We 
share these as memorials to the many everyday people 
who built, lived in, worked in, and died in the towns 
of Painesdale, Atlantic Mine, South Range, Baltic, 
Trimountain and Toivola. If you have comments to 
make, please send them to us and we will put them in 
future Newsletters.

“My husband Doug Vettori just read the article about 
John Katalin being the last of his kind - hoist operator. 
Doug was a hoist operator at the time the mine 
closed. He was a third generation worker at the mine 
as his grandfather and his father had worked there.” 
(by email)

Kathleen Vettori, Hancock, MI

“Best wishes for your future projects.” 

Nanette Schulte, Indianapolis, IN

“I would like to order the [Mining Fatalities] 
booklet by John Blom. I would also like to order the 
cookbook.”

Ernest Marier, West Bend, WI

“Dear Painesdale Mine & Shaft: You have one of the 
very few remaining mine shaft houses. It is a historic 
relic that must be preserved. Thank God you are 
doing an exceptional job of doing just that. Keep up 
the good work. Please accept this donation…It is an 
unrestrictive donation and may be used where the 
need is greatest.

“Wishing you an even more prosperous 2019. 
Keep that shafthouse and associated buildings well 
maintained.” 

Mike Groeneveld, Alexandria, VA

“Please send me 4 copies of John Blom’s 
booklet “Mine Fatalities in Adams and Elm River 
Townships1889-1967”. I have enclosed a check… 
Please use the additional funds to continue the 
preservation work on the mine.

“My grandfather, John Henry Williams, died in Baltic 
at the age of 44 on June 1, 1928. He had 8 children; 
the youngest was my father, Harry Williams, who was 
just 1 year old when his father died. Thank You.”

Nancy Gaggioli, Mission Viejo, CA

“I am sending a donation…in loving memory of 
my parents, Frank and Elsie Huber. “My Mom, Elsie 
Luukkonen, grew up on Evergreen Street [Painesdale] 
and owned the house there until the late 1990’s. She 
died in July, 2017 (age 94). My father passed away in 
2015 (age 97). In the 1990’s they bought a cottage on 
Lakeshore Drive near Calumet, which I now own.

“We always visited Painesdale and vacationed there 
when I was a child. I have very fond memories 
of hiking to the mine. I visited Painesdale this 
past summer [2018] with my cousin Judy, Elma 
Luukkonen’s daughter. I really enjoyed walking down 
to the Mine Captains Office and Shaft.

“I know my parents have supported your organization 
in the past and I would like to continue the tradition.”

Tamara Huber Bishop, Pinckney, MI

Painesdale Mine and Shaft Facebook Page
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New Lifetime Members

David & Diane Abramson (Memory of Jacob 
Niemi)

John Abramson (Memory of Jacob Niemi)

Shirley Glass

Neal Puncochar

Patrick & Carol Schaefer

Memorials
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Name:

Email:

Address:

Become A Member/Donations

$10.00 
Yearly Membership

$100.00 
Lifetime Membership

Please make checks payable to: 
Painesdale Mine & Shaft, Inc.  
PO Box 332 Painesdale, MI 49955

$ 
Other Donation

Dale & Kathryn Sechan Adler Memory  
(by Sherry, Chris & Glenn)

William Andrews Memory

Gary Arvo Memory

Spence Carlson Memory (by Marilyn)

Fred Cole Memory

Henry Combellack Memory

Thomas Gregorich Memory

Rudy & Ann Gregorich Memory (by Janet Gregorich) 

Rudy Gregorich Memory  
(by Norman Kangas & Julie Siirila) 

George & Janet Korpi Hackbardt Memory

Frank & Elsie Huber Memory  
(by Tamara Huber Bishop)

James Katalin Memory (by John & Ruth Katalin)

John & Ann Katalin, Sr. Memory

Gust Kenny Memory

Peter Kinnunen Memory

Ted Kokko Memory

Evelyn M. Lishinski Memory (by Audrey Peterson)

Louis Lombardi Memory (by Frank & Martha Cuff)

Kevin Musser Memory  
(by Bob & Carolyn Musser, Family & Friends)

Over the years, our members have contributed to 
PM&S in memory of family members who worked 
in the Copper Mines. These funds have been used to 
preserve the Champion #4 Shafthouse in memory of 
the following individuals:

Mary Gasperich Muth Memory

Jacob Niemi Memory (by David & Diane Abramson)

Jacob Niemi Memory (by John Abramson)

William Howard O’Brien & Sarah Sargeant Paine 
Memory

Sean & Tina O’Connor Memory (by Frank S. Carlton)

John Pastore Memory (by Sherrill Kovach)

Joe Putrich Memory  
(by Elaine Putrich, Family & Friends)

Ralph Raffaelli Memory

Lloyd Recore, Sr. Memory (by Ursula Recore)

Thomas C. Roberts

Rudolph J. & Alice Fredlund Sterk Memory

William Ernest Stevens, Jr & Sr Memory  
(by Arlene Stevens Peterson) 

Barbara James Thornton Memory

John Vettori Memory (by Emily Cowling Vettori)

Harry Williams Memory  
(by Bill & Nancy Williams Gaggioli)
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