
 

 

ñLegacies and Impactsò 

ñLegacies and Impactsò is an exploration of the history and significance of 

Minnesotaôs consumer food co-ops. Last summer, I traveled across a stretch of the 

state, asking board members, managers, and hourly workers a couple of questions - 

ñHow have you been involved with consumer food cooperatives?ò 

ñWhat impacts have you seen co-ops have on communities, local economies, and 

the environment?ò 

I got an earful of answers and memories. My interviewees included people who 

were involved with the ñOld Waveò co-op movement on the Iron Range, the ñNew 

Waveò co-op movement in the 1970s, and young folks like myself. I also took 

photographs with a medium format film camera. 

ñLegacies and Impactsò pairs the pictures with the perspectives. 

This gallery version was produced in the fall of 2007, as a ñsenior projectò for my 

degree at Antioch College (Yellow Springs, Ohio). Forthcoming is a publication 

version, which explores the impacts consumer food cooperatives have had in 

greater depth using the same interview material. 

I do not claim to be an historian, and I would like readers to know that I have not 

fact-checked the accounts of my interviewees. Nevertheless, they provide a 

fascinating record of the history of cooperation in Minnesota. I hope that you find 

ñLegacies and Impactsò a worthy snapshot of where we have been and what we 

have done, together.    

 

 



 

 

ñThe Old Waveò 

Immigrants started cooperatives in the early twentieth century across the Upper 

Great Lakes Region to ensure access to food and other commodities. During the 

early years, this cooperative community consisted primarily of Finnish miners and 

loggers and their wives and children. The co-ops also provided a distribution 

opportunity for some of the immigrants interested in farming.  

Through centralized wholesaling, a comprehensive education and auditing system, 

and engaged memberships, the ñOld Waveò co-op movement became a meaningful 

economic force in the Upper Great Lakes states through the ó20s, ó30s, ó40s, and 

ó50s. As the areaôs communities and economies changed, though, so did the role 

and efficacy of the consumer cooperatives. 

Decades later, in a new century, only a few of these co-ops exist. ñLegacies and 

Impactsò features accounts from seven people with firsthand knowledge of the 

history and significance of the Old Wave co-op movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Pam Brunfelt, Instructor of History and Political Science, 

Vermilion Community College, Ely 

 



ñLearning English was not easy for the Finns and so the cooperative retail 

movement heightened language and ethnic solidarity. Unlike other language 

groups that have some roots, thereôs no relationship between English and Finnish. 

Going into a grocery store as a Finn who can barely speak English ï a non-Finnish 

store ï would have been very intimidating because of the language barrier. And so 

having places that you could shop where you didnôt have to struggle to 

communicate would have been an important part of their experience here.  

ñContributing to their sense of isolation was the fact that Finns were often viewed 

as trouble makers and were unwelcome in many places. During periods of labor 

unrest, many other stores either chose or felt pressured not to sell goods to miners 

on credit. Being able to buy things on credit would have been important, and, even 

if they werenôt selling them on credit necessarily, the prices wouldôve been lower 

at a cooperative store.  

ñBecause their language was so different than the others and because they were 

known as agitators, the Finns found solace in cooperative experiences. The other 

aspect of it was that they believed in sharing things in common.ò  

Pam Brunfelt 



 

 

 

Ross Hujanen, Manager, Mesaba Co-op Park 

 



ñMesaba Park was started in 1929 by around 50 groups of Finnish workers and 

farmers, a lot of them associated with the Finnish Socialist Federation. Close to 

1929, there was a big split in the Finnish cooperative movement. The more 

politically active side in that split started the park, basically as a festival and 

campgrounds for Finnish workers and their families to meet and organize. At that 

time, there were signs up in other public parks that said óNo Finns or Indians 

allowed,ô and that was because the mining companies knew that Finns were really 

involved with organizing labor.  

ñItôs been an active cooperative ever since. In the mid ó50s, they changed the 

bylaws so that individuals could buy shares. At general membership meetings, 

some members have advised that we become a non-profit so we would have tax 

free status and all the other benefits that come with that. But, pretty strongly, the 

membership has always said that they want to keep their cooperative identity.  

ñNow, itôs set up kind of like a resort for working class people. Itôs really a 

beautiful place ï 240 acres of birch and pine forest and a 52 acre spring fed lakes. 

Itôs definitely one of the cleanest lake s in the area, and theyôve kept it pretty much 

to the way it was.ò  

Ross Hujanen 



 

 

 

Duane (left) and Allan (right) Paloranta, sons of Little Swan Co-op General 

Store Manager (Photographed at Mesaba Park) 

 

 



Duane: ñWe lived on a lake and, on the other side, was a park where all the 

Slovenians would get together for a picnic once a year. And they had Slovenian 

musicé And we as kids used to go there to steal their beer. 

ñThese ethnic groups, in the ó40s, ó50s, were strong and would congregate in alike 

heritage communities, perhaps because they came across and they wanted to feel 

like they were wanted. They had a group of people that they could communicate 

with and bond with. I donôt know what the Slavic people or any of the others had 

but cooperatives were a Finnish way.ò  

Allan: ñThey survived a long time, too, through generations and through 

Americanization. They proved that they worked. And I think the big conglomerates 

pushed them out. All the buying power and everything ï all of a sudden they 

couldnôt buy gas at the same price and pretty soonéò 

Duane: ñYou know what else? The loyalty disappeared.ò 

Allan: ñYeah, I think so.ò  

Duane: ñWhen you talk about loyalty, it was like, I have to go to the co-op to buy 

my groceries, to buy my gas, whatever. Whereas now, you price shop. I think a lot 

of that disappeared when the loyalty disappeared.ò 



 

 

 

Don Adams, General Manager, Finland Cooperative General Store, Finland 

 


