Some Duluth History

The western edge of Lake Superior had gained water access all the way to the Atlantic Ocean in the 1855 with the opening of the first canal at Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan.  Built at a cost of $1 million, the canal allowed boats past what previously were treacherous falls.  This was one pre-condition to the development of Duluth.

It was not evident that the key city of the western Lake Superior would be Duluth, however.  Before 1860, town of Superior, Wisconsin already existed at the border between Wisconsin and Minnesota where the St. Louis River empties into the lake.  By contrast, in 1860, there were only 80 Europeans living across the river on Minnesota Point, the place which was to become Duluth.  

Realizing the potential of Duluth as a transport hub, soon after the Civil War the speculator Jay Cooke and others began the building of two railways with their terminus at Duluth.  Additional investors also promoted development there as well, and starting in 1869 the population of Duluth took off, so that by 1890 it totaled 30,000.  

For centuries Indians had traveled on Lake Superior in canoes and later fur traders were to join them.  A substantial schooner, the John Jacob Astor, began plying the lake in 1835 and a steamboat, the Independence, began service in 1840.  But once the Sault Ste. Marie canal had been completed, prospects grew for much larger vessels, and in the 1870s the people of Duluth began vigorous efforts to make a substantial harbor.   This brought on a series of lawsuits by representatives of Superior, Wisconsin who claimed that Duluth’s efforts were harming their harbor.  But while the Wisconsin side tolled in court, the Minnesota side tolled in the water, with the result that too much infrastructure was in place before judges might even think about enjoining its creation.  
Hence, whereas one can see but a few buildings in a photo of Duluth taken in 1870, an 1887 drawing depicts a substantial city with a large harbor and many active docks.  By then, the Duluth port had already eclipsed its twin port across the way at Superior, Wisconsin.  Later the two ports were to begin to work together on behalf of a common harbor, but the dominance of Duluth in handling the bulk of the lake traffic was well in place by the time of the Mataafa storm of 1905.   
Moreover, at approximately the time of the Reynolds’ escape, James J. Hill, president of the Great Northern railway declared Duluth the greatest port in the world, ahead of London, New York, Chicago and Liverpool.  Although this may have been an exaggeration prompted by better record-keeping in Duluth than elsewhere, the importance of the Duluth-Superior complex was undoubtedly huge, with the most valuable cargo handled by the twin ports in 1909 being coal, iron ore, wheat, four and flax.
