“Winding Down” the Company Town of
El Tofo: Restructuring Labor and
Capital in Chile’s Iron Mining
Operations, 1949-1971

By
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s I stood in the middle of a quiet road on the outskirts of
AChile’s northern city of La Serena, I snapped photos of a
wooden house, painted pink with brown trim and a cor-
rugated metal roof. It was difficult to imagine that this iconic structure,
built for iron workers in the 1920s, had been moved from the remote
company mining town of El Tofo to the urban outskirts of La Serena.
For fifty years, homes such as this that doted the hillside of the isolated
arid town on Chile’s Pacific coast housed the families of workers who
labored in the iron mines owned by the Bethlehem Chile Iron Mines
Company (BCIMC), a wholly owned subsidiary of the Bethlehem Steel
Corporation. The pink house was the home of Rosa, who identified as
a “Tofina hasta que me muera; someone from the town of El Tofo to the
death. Upon depletion of high-grade ore in the mine, the town faced
shut down and many workers demanded housing. As a result, some
wooden homes were disassembled, placed on trucks, and moved to the
urban outskirts of La Serena, or throughout the nearby commune of La
Higuera.

BCIMC had purchased the rights to El Tofo in 1913 and began ore
shipments in 1921." The operations at El Tofo were straightforward: af-
ter the ore was mined and transported fifteen kilometers from the moun-
tain to the coast via electric train, it was dumped into ships at the port
of Cruz Grande; all of which happened without departing the private
property of Bethlehem Steel Corporation’s subsidiary. In 1931, it took
forty days for vessels to make the journey through the Panama Canal to
Bethlehem’s only seaboard steel mill at Sparrows Point on Maryland’s
coast—the journey decreased over time as faster freighters were intro-
duced.? The mine’s output steadily increased through the 1940s. World
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War II led to a brief reduction in shipments be-
tween 1942 and 1945, after which production
increased to nearly three million tons of iron ore
annually.’

As high-grade ore in El Tofo became depleted,
BCIMC expanded its operations to the Romeral
Mine, with estimated reserves of two hundred
million tons.* In 1949, the company signed an
agreement with the Compariia de Acero del Pa-
cifico (CAP)—representing the Chilean govern-
ment—to lease land to BCIMC for the property
at El Romeral, twenty-five kilometers to the north
of La Serena. As the corporation transitioned its
extractive operations from the mine at El Tofo to
El Romeral, it opted to bus its workers in from
three neighborhoods in urban La Serena instead
of constructing a company town at El Romeral.

This article concentrates on this under-ana-
lyzed period in Bethlehem’s Chilean iron-ore pro-
duction from 1949 to 1971, which was marked
by labor activism, repression, and political strug-
gle in Chile. In examining why BCIMC opted
not to build a company town at El Romeral, one
central question guided my research: How did the
restructuring of labor and capital in the transition
ﬁom a remote mining enclave to a mine dmwing
[from a dispersed urbanized workforce generate new
forms of conflict?

This article focuses on how the reorganiza-
tion of capital toward the changing demands of a
global iron ore market resulted in a restructuring
of labor which simultaneously constituted “wind-
ing down” the company town at El Tofo. This
transitionary period generated conflict between
workers and management and raised numerous
questions about BCIMC’s obligations to its em-
ployees, to the development of the region, and to
the country of Chile, all of which culminated in
the company’s nationalization in 1971. Through
asocio-historical analysis based on interviews and
archival sources, the article examines the shifting
daily lives of workers and their families as well as
the conflicts generated by changing modes of iron
production and labor organization.

The article examines labor relations and daily
life in and beyond the company town; all within a
structural historical analysis of political economy.
Split into various subsections, it focuses on the
inter-generational character of El Tofo, the estab-
lished norms in the mining town, the first major
workers’ strike in 1955, urban planning efforts in
La Serena, the three-month strike of 1967, how
changing global iron ore markets resulted in the
expansion of the Romeral mine, nationalization
of BCIMC in 1971 and, briefly, the permanent
closure of El Tofo and Cruz Grande in 1974.

In a discussion of this history, the article of-
fers six explanatory factors as to why BCIMC
opted not to build a company town at Romeral
and uses the concept of “secondary sourcing” to
demonstrate how the expansion of the Romeral
Mine was a part of the process of winding down
at El Tofo.> It concludes by arguing that the re-
orientation of capital toward selling iron-ore on
the open market, as opposed to supplying the
Bethlehem Steel Corporation with raw materials,
was accompanied by a reengineering of labor, best
exemplified by abandoning the company town
model. The results of which were a series of labor
strikes between 1955 and 1967 and a correspond-
ing decline in the company’s obligations to its
Chilean workforce.

The Inter-Generational
Construction of El Tofo

The pink house that I visited at the beginning
of this article belonged to Rosa, who was born in
El Tofo in 1943. Her father, Elias Gonzalez, ar-
rived from the nearby town of La Higuera some-
time between 1920 and 1922. After his father
died, as the eldest child, Gonzailez had set out to
find work to support his family when a friend se-
cured him a job working at the crusher responsi-
ble for breaking up the ore bound for ships at the
portat Cruz Grande. He built alife in El Tofo; he
met his wife, whose father, Daniel Cortez Meren-
guena—Rosa’s grandfather—also worked there.
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Cortez Merenguena was the first operator of the
2400-volt electric train that carried ore down the
steep mountain to the coast.

Rosa came from a union family. Her grandfa-
ther was the head of the union of empleados (pro-
fessional workers), and her father was a leader of
the union of obreros (mine laborers). Rosa was
proud of her father; in the forty-four years that
he worked at the mine, Gonzilez did not miss a
single day of work. Rosa also married a 7ofino, as
residents of El Tofo were known. She had her civ-
il marriage in La Higuera, but the ceremony was
held in the Santa Ana chapel in El Tofo, the same
location where she had been confirmed a decade
before.

Rosa, like the others who were family members
or laborers in the mine, lived in the campamento
obrero, which consisted of small wooden houses
with zinc roofs, originally without running water,
situated in rows along a steep hillside at the mine.
In the 1920s and 1930s workers and their families
used open latrines, and water was rationed at ten
liters per person per day.® Eventually shared show-
ers and toilet stalls were made available. Former
mine workers recalled stories of long lines waiting
for showers starting at Sam. The water tank was
heated by firewood.” Once bathrooms were in-
stalled in the late 1950s, a “social assistant” hired
by the company would inspect private residences
to ensure their cleanliness.®

In 1950, when houses were finally upgraded
by the company, 86 precent of the workers in the
small, two-bedroom homes had an average of six
family members in residence.” At that time, fami-
lies of workers considered to have “the best behav-
ior” were able to move into the updated houses in
Bellavista, demonstrating the power that BCIMC
had as it used its position as landlord to enforce
the obedience, loyalty, and compliance of its
workforce.!® Unmarried men had cabins or rooms
in a shared dormitory, which functioned to incen-
tivize marriage. The company owned all of the
homes and was responsible for their repairs. In
addition to lodgings and shared bathroom facili-

ties, the campamento obrero included a labor hall,
arecreation hall that included a billiard room and
a lounge for playing cards and dominos, a soccer
field, a cafe, a library with newspapers and maga-
zines, and a cantina that provided meals at cost
mostly for single workers."!

Former residents remember these amenities
as markers of a benevolent company, while in-
dustrialists had long touted sports and organized
leisure activities as a means to create a sense of
unity, ease tensions between management and la-
bor, and transform people into good workers."* El
Tofo existed as its own world, operating with both
spatial and cultural distance from the surround-
ing area. Life in El Tofo was dictated by the vari-
ous shifts in the six-day work week. Time spent
off the clock was filled with church and company-
encouraged forms of leisure, such as playing sports
and seeing movies. Tofinos had their own rituals,
which included various dances, the crowning of
the “queen of the mines,” and a day off from work
on the fourth of July—Independence Day for the
United States.

The company also had jurisdiction over the
housingand private lives of its workers. Its remote
location meant that residents lacked freedom of
movement beyond the town. The company had a
police outpost and jail which, although reported-
ly rarely used, served as a threat to workers to obey
company policies, including the prohibition of al-
cohol. There are accounts of the company med-
dling in the marital lives of its workers. While this
raises questions about violations of privacy, some
women noted that the lack of alcohol and the pa-
ternal presence of the company may have reduced
incidents of domestic violence and created a more
“tranquilo” and “sano” (peaceful and healthy) en-
vironment. Similar to the practices of patronage
found in the South Bethlehem steel plant, sons of
workers—who behaved—were nearly guaranteed
employment. Working for the company became a
family affair.”?
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Social Engineering in
the Company Town

The workforce of laborers was relatively ho-
mogeneous. Many of the early workers came from
the salitreras (nitrate works) following the decline
in nitrates, or from La Higuera, Los Choros or
Antofagasta. As demand for labor grew, work-
ers aided the company’s recruitment efforts by
bringing in friends or relatives through personal
connections, or by directly recruiting talented
athletes to join their company teams. All of the
mine workers reportedly spoke Spanish, as op-
posed to an indigenous language, and were Chil-
can born. The company equipped the schools and
hospitals with the most modern technology; the
school had microscopes and the hospital had an
X-ray machine. Literacy classes were offered for
mothers, night classes for mine workers, and the
children with the best grades were given scholar-
ships to study past the sixth grade in La Serena.
Girls were taught homemaking courses, solidify-
ing gendered expectations and providing an op-
portunity for the company to shape the social
behaviors of the working-class residents in what
could be described as a “civilizing mission.”

The company’s extensive capital investment
in the productive processes was matched by its
substantial investment in the social reproduction
of the town. This marked a departure from the
notoriously poor conditions found in the nitrate-
mining camps plagued by exploitative forms
of debt bondage instituted by company notes
(fichas), which workers were forced to use at the
over-priced company store or pulperia—from the
Spanish for octopus (pulpo) because it notoriously
sucked wages from workers.

U.S. corporations investing millions of dol-
lars in extractive operations wanted an obedient
workforce that would care for the expensive min-
ing equipment that the companies imported and
would conform to the demanding production
process. In an attempt to minimize high turnover
rates and behavior deemed immoral by company

executives, BCIMC prohibited laborers from con-
suming alcohol in El Tofo and Cruz Grande. This
policy did not apply to executives, who had bars
in their homes and an exclusive club that served
American whiskey. While similar company town
projects were happening in the copper region of
the Andean highlands or Atacama Desert, the
amount of capital invested in the mining opera-
tions and town of El Tofo was entirely unprece-
dented in the Norte Chico region of Chile.*

Due to the sophistication of its operations,
Bethlehem Steel Corporation also invested in ex-
tensive housing and services to attract qualified
foreign workers with technical expertise to live in
the mining town. A wide range of professional
workers, such as administrative staff, medical of-
ficers, and technical specialists, resided in the
Poblacion de Empleados, which represented what
some called the “intermediate stratum” within El
Tofo’s hierarchy. Referred to as Santa Ana, this
section of housing was located by the theater and
the church, yet a simple dirt road is all that sepa-
rated the more exclusive neighborhood from the
miner’s homes. All homes there, however, had
running water. The professional workers had their
own union and union hall, the site of dances that
mine workers were prohibited from attending."

In 1951, this population was comprised of
five engineers, two topographers, medical person-
nel who worked for the hospital, and those who
worked for the railroad, totaling 117 persons.'
Despite not being directly employed by BCIMC,
teachers also lived in company-provided houses in
Santa Ana. Initially, the engineers all came from
the United States or England, but by the 1950s
middle management and engineers were mostly
Chileans with some individuals from Bolivia, the
United States, and various parts of Europe.

A woman first-named Nelida grew up in Santa
Ana in the 1940s because her grandfather worked
asa postal carrier and delivery person for BCIMC.
She could not recount a single detail of his life
prior to El Tofo, but she recognized her privileged
position relative to many Chileans at the time.
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Her home had a telephone, residents had access
to the newest Mexican films at the movie theater,
and, as one of the top students in her class, the
company provided a scholarship for her to attend
high school in La Serena. She recalled her child-
hood with affection and described El Tofo as “una
gran familia” (one big happy family).”” But when
asked if she remembered playing with children
of laborers and executives, she paused for a mo-
ment. Seemingly surprised by her own realization
she said, “you know I thought we were all one big
family but now that I think about it, I didn’t [ play
with children outside of Santa Ana].’!

Executives from the United States and their
families lived in the campamento Americano
which sat on the top of the mountain overlook-
ing Santa Ana, the campamento obrero and the
mining operations. This layout was consistent
with those of Chilean mining towns at Portilleros
and Chuquicamata.” The handful of homes in
the campamento Americano were constructed en-
tirely of imported materials that arrived in Chile
on ore steamers. The large houses had wooden
floors, a bar, and two bathrooms complete with
plumbed hot water and one with a bathtub. So-
ciologist Eda Cleary noted that “they looked like
little mansions on top of the western slope of the
hillside, endowed with gardens in the middle of
the dryness of the desert.”

The executives who occupied these homes
generally stayed for five years, although a num-
ber of them, including Archibald Henderson,
Ed Leach, Lester Kuhnenn, and Edmund Peter-
son, stayed in Chile for over a decade. While the
production process regularly brought executives,
engineers, and laborers into close contact, the so-
cial structures of life in El Tofo had firm borders.
Children of executives were taught in a separate
English-speaking school in the Campamento
Americano using textbooks brought directly from
the United States. These systems of segregation,
privileges, and exclusions cemented the hierar-
chies in the town; and, as Cleary argues, “the rela-
tionship between ‘gringos’ and zofizos constitutes

the fundamental axis in the formation of what
could be described as a zofino identity.”*!

For example, the movie theaters, much like the
geographical living arrangements, were marked by
segregation, with workers seated below, executives
in special boxes and management marking the
intermediary.”> While mine workers were given
transportation to spend Sundays on the beach
and even allowed to borrow mining equipment to
move the sand around, workers recall “being care-
ful” not to look at the exclusive side of the beach
where the gringos would sunbathe. This separate
and hierarchical system reinforced difference and
exclusion. It also produced a contradictory pro-
cess in which everyone in the town participated
in building a narrative that all residents were part
of one unified family while residents simultane-
ously learned how to navigate this remote and
segregated world.

The workforce was also highly sex-segregated.
All of those who labored in the mines were men.
Women worked as teachers or nurses, and some
played administrative roles for the company. The
daughters or wives of miners were hired as domes-
tic workers in the homes of the executives, some
returned to the town after professional training
and worked as secretaries for the company. There
were a few independent businesses, where wom-
en or family-run operations existed. Consistent
with a state-led process aimed at stability in Chile,
the gendered model was that a man’s work in the
mine was sufficient to cover the cost of living for

» This was particularly the case in El

a family.
Tofo and Cruz Grande because housing, electric-
ity, water, and hospital services were all covered
by the company; healthcare was provided by the
Chilean state.

A report published in 1940 by the U.S. Bureau
of Mines said of the situation in El Tofo: “Labor
turnover is practically nil and there has never been
a strike at the mine, both of which speak well for
the excellent work of the administration in sup-
plying individual houses for the workmen and
their families besides hospital service, clubhouses
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and playgrounds.”** Relations between manage-
ment and workers are often described by contem-
porary witnesses as good, particularly because the
capital-intensive investment from BCIMC creat-
ed material living conditions difficult to obtain in
much of Chile at the time. Access to education,
a hospital, and recreation created a reputation for
El Tofo as “the best Chilean iron mine ever.””

The Strike of 1955:
Beginning of the Winding Down

Mine laborers launched the first documented
strike at El Tofo in 1944 because a lack of ship-
ments, as a result of World War I1, translated into
a reduction in workers’ pay. Their demands were
met with an increase in pay.* However, the mine’s
first significant strike took place in 1955, three
years after the national press had reported deple-
tion of the iron reserves at El Tofo, and after some
workers had already begun to be laid off. Directly
after the period of peak output for the mine, the
Chilean economy fell into recession in 1953; this
was when Nelida’s father lost his job working for
the company. The union of empleados and obre-
ros (employees and workers) formed a common
front, demanding seventy-five million pesos to
fund severance pay for those who had been fired,
as well as homes for displaced workers.

Five hundred workers went on strike for over
a month. The union built some alliances with
leftist political parties, but the strike was declared
illegal. Chilean labor laws mandated obligatory
participation in unions in some sectors—legally
separating blue- and white-collar workers—and
the right to collective bargaining, but strikes that
were more political in nature, “such as those for
enforcement of contractual and statutory obliga-
tions of employers, dismissal, solidarity and gener-
al strikes,” were deemed illegal by the Direccidn del
Trabajo, representing the Chilean government.”
This framework meant that unions had to follow
a series of complex procedures for strikes to be
classified as legal. With the strike categorized as

illegal, the company was under no obligation to
negotiate and so BCIMC used the opportunity
to fire 180 of the workers whom it perceived to be
the instigators. In that same year, 1955, the com-
pany would also shut down the bulk of iron-ore
mining at El Tofo, moving some of the remaining
equipment and personnel to El Romeral.

This is consistent with the “winding down”
process seen in other iron-mining towns as it gen-
erally involves layoffs, capital disinvestment, “a de-
cline in the net productive capacity of the mining
operation,” and moving some equipment while
letting other elements fall into disrepair.®® In this
phase of winding down, the restructuring of capi-
tal leads to secondary sourcing, which is when a
company opens additional mines or “establishes a
parallel production line to compete better in the
world market.”” In the case of El Tofo, the new
mine at El Romeral exemplifies this model.

In 1956 BCIMC began extracting ore from El
Romeral and shipping from its newly constructed
Port of Guyacén in Coquimbo. Meanwhile, that
same year exports from the dock at Cruz Grande
plummeted to an average of 630,000 tons a year—
levels equivalent to the depression of the 1930s—
an amount equivalent to twenty-seven ore car-
riers sailing at their full capacity of 24,000 tons.
But while expanding El Romeral’s operations, the
company opted not to build a mining town at the
site. Tensions over the lack of housing and the
concomitant loss of benefits for workers created
many conflicts, and there were strikes again on
October 28 and November 17, 1958.%°

In a 1958 letter, W. H. Swayne of the Ana-
conda mining company described the new ar-
rangements at the Romeral Mine:

The property is 20-30 minutes by automo-
bile from La Serena. There is no housing
on the premises. The workmen are all
transported in company operated buses.
Labor is not paid for the time of the bus
trip, and to date, when the issues had
come up the company refuses to discuss
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it. The Company attitude is that the job
is at Romeral. If the workers do not wish
to avail themselves of the free transporta-
tion provided, then they can get from their
homesin La Serena to the job by whatever
means they choose or look elsewhere for
employment.’!

Swayne’s letter demonstrates not only this
novel form of labor organization in Chile’s min-
ing sector, but also the company’s attitude toward
workers” dissatisfaction with these arrangements.
By drawing from an urban workforce, the com-
pany could have a reserve army of labor, which
gave it the power to refuse to negotiate with the
unions. Just as miners in the isolated town of El
Tofo were stuck with the company, the company
had, perhaps to alesser degree, been stuck with its
workforce. But as BCIMC developed El Romer-
al, it was able to restructure the labor relations
that had been in place at El Tofo. The increase in
Chilean engineers and technical staft—there was
a waiting list of applicants—also meant that the
company’s operations required fewer foreign su-
pervisory staff, which, the same letter notes, were
individuals from fewer than twelve families.

The decision not to build housing at the site
of El Romeral was in line with changing norms
in the country; mining towns became more regu-
lated and instead of operating purely as private
fiefdoms, they were placed under the jurisdiction
of local municipal governments. These reforms
reflected the militancy and power of the copper-
mining unions, which in turn also transformed
the mining camps into a political liability. The
move away from the traditional company town
was also embraced by industrial capitalists of this
era. They had become wary that what had been
designed to breed cooperation between labor and
capital, may have backfired and actually led to a
growth in socialist ideals among workers.”> In a
1967 report which draws extensively from a site
visit to BCIMC properties, the position not to
build housing is supported by noting that “expe-

rience has shown that workers that live in estab-
lished towns are more likely to take an active part
in ‘community affairs.”* Thus, the camps were
perceived as threateningand so BCIMC opted for
a new arrangement in which labor was dispersed,
plentiful, and could exercise less power.

El Romeral, Plan Serena,
and Urban Planning

It is likely that the Chilean government want-
ed to pressure foreign multinationals to invest in
a form of development that would not result in
shuttered ghost towns in remote regions but had
the possibility of creating lasting housing infra-
structure. For example, the move toward an urban
labor force coincided with a nation-led project
in urban planning. Inspired by Georges-Eugene
Haussmann’s renovation of Paris, the president
of the Republic of Chile, Gabriel Gonzalez Vi-
dela, born in La Serena, launched “Plan Serena.”
From 1948 until 1952 national funds went into
the Norte Chico region of Chile to construct
buildings, boulevards, the Pan-American High-
way, ports, and to expand mining operations.**
Gonzélez Videla had been elected with the sup-
port of the Communist Party, but he quickly
betrayed it, allied his administration with U.S.
interests, and spearheaded a crackdown on leftist
parties and organized labor.”®

In La Serena, he was known as “¢/ terremoto”
(the earthquake), because his passion for renovat-
ingLaSerenainvolved massive destruction, includ-
ing expropriation of housing, and displacement
enforced by the military*® This was particularly
the case for the construction of the Pedro Pablo
Munoz Boulevard, where BCIMC would build
an office in the coming years. President Gonzalez
Videla toured the facilities at El Tofo on August
22, 1948, and met with workers and BCIMC’s
General Manager Edward Leach.” The govern-
ment’s aim was to ensure that Huachipato, Chile’s
new steel plant, would have its need for iron ore
met by the company.
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Instead of developing El Tofo as this source,
BCIMC entered into negotiations and set the
groundwork for developing El Romeral, which
entailed constructing a new port facility in Co-
quimbo, housing developments in La Serena and,
eventually, erecting a new office building. El
Romeral was an explicit part of Plan Serena, and
while BCIMC invested the majority of capital,
the Chilean government got a US$2.75 million
loan from the Export-Import Bank of the United
States to fund the project through the Corporacion
de Fomento (CORFO).*® The improvement of in-
frastructure—such as roads, transportation, and
electricity—as well as the prevalence of the tele-
phone and the re-making of La Serena as a site of
investment, transformed the city into a strategic
base for foreign multinationals and their person-
nel, making an enclave like El Tofo less necessary.

In 1961, BCIMC announced that it would
construct housing in La Serena. On the symbolic
day of July 4, 1965, it officially inaugurated the
new development in La Serena. I visited one of
these commuter communities in January of 2020.
The large white stucco houses with red tile roofs
and driveways are uncharacteristic of the colonial
architecture of La Serena; they have trappings of
the suburban bungalow houses one might find in
California in the 1950s. The original design of
the homes did not include driveways, but Beth-
lehem executives were reportedly horrified by this
and insisted that these be built, despite the fact
that their workers could not afford cars on their
salaries. Although the neighborhood carries the
same name as the mine, El Romeral, street names
such as J. F. Kennedy, Woodrow Wilson, Henry
Ford, and Abraham Lincoln show the imposi-
tion of North American priorities. The houses
surround a small central Plaza called El Romeral
Alto. When I visited, some of the homes had
been converted into doctors’ offices and one was
a preschool, but of the remaining residences a few
were still home to their original inhabitants, for-
mer BCIMC employees.

Juan and Nelida were newlyweds and one of

the youngest couples given a home in the new
neighborhood. Nelida, who appeared earlier in
this article, was the granddaughter of an El Tofo
postal worker and had grown up in the privileged
neighborhood of Santa Ana. Juan was recruited
by BCIMC executives who had purchased a cha-
let near his father’s land, so he left farming to op-
erate a front loader at the Romeral mine. When
they moved in, they barely had furniture, just
a bed and a table, lacking even curtains for the
windows. When I interviewed them in that very
same home, it was in excellent condition. We sat
on the couch and chairs in the living room, while
Juan recounted the rhythm of work that he knew
so well.

In the 1960s, work at El Romeral was orga-
nized in three shifts: midnight to 8 a.m., 8 a.m.
to 4 p.m., and 4 p.m. to midnight. Those working
the day shift would catch the company-provided
buses at quarter to seven in the morning. Work-
ers had a thirty-minute ride to El Romeral, and
began work at 8 a.m. sharp. At noon they had a
lunch break, and at 4 p.m. would end their work-
day, board buses, and return home from the mine.
All of their neighbors’ lives were marked by the
same rhythm of the buses coming and going, cor-
responding with the different shifts of work.

There were certainly benefits to living in the
company-provided housing. At first, it was virtu-
ally free. Families put no money down to move
in, and later Juan and Nelida made only nominal
payments to the company. But living in company
housing meant abiding by the company’s rules.
Residents could not have pets and were not al-
lowed to alter their home’s exterior without for-
mal permission. Nelida and Juan recalled when a
neighbor installed a wrought-iron fence without
prior approval and, per orders from the compa-
ny, the entire structure was dismantled within a
few days. The company pressured residents to
maintain the houses and Nelida described the
rules as “a lictle strict.” Hosting parties, including
birthday parties for children, required advanced
permission following written requests. Some of
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their neighbors left because they didn’t like all of
the rules, others were evicted by the company for
non-compliance. While Juan and Nelida at first
insisted that these intrusions were not significant,
Nelida admitted that many residents did not like
them.

The new houses constructed absorbed only a
fraction of BCIMC’s labor force, so it was a privi-
lege to be on the list to receive housing through
this program. The wind down of production at
El Tofo and the move toward secondary sourcing
at El Romeral meant that closure of the town was
looming. The population at El Tofo had already
declined from 2,142 in 1952 to 1,175 in 1960.
Furthermore, the town’s sex ratio changed from
1.1 men for every 1 woman in 1952 to 1.5 to 1
in 1960, presumably demonstrating a decline in
families.”” Those who remained in El Tofo contin-
ued to agitate and demand new collective housing
in order to maintain their community and to ac-
cess the many benefits to which they had become
accustomed. A twenty-seven-day strike paralyzed
production in 1964, and in 1965 the empleados
union organized strikes on October 21 and No-
vember 13.%

The Strike of 1967: From “Obligation”
to “Symbols of Benevolence”

At El Tofo, mine workers’ wages were tied
to production. The mine’s decreasing output of
iron ore translated to lower wages, and for many
families this meant having to make difhcult deci-
sions about how to spend their meager earnings:
food, clothing, or shoes? The longest strike in the
history of BCIMC took place in 1967, lasting
three months.”’ Miners demanded an increase in
wages, more job security, and company-provided
housing. Since their demands were directly relat-
ed to compensation and they followed all of the
predesignated procedures of filing petitions and
completing paperwork, their strike was deemed
legal, and the government played a role as media-
tor during the collective bargaining process.

The number of strikers may have seemed
small, especially relative to the staff of roughly
one thousand employed at the Romeral mine
during this period.” But, according to the local
newspaper, E/ Dia, 228 people, including at least
60 under the age of ten, marched from El Tofo to
La Serena in support of workers’ demands. The
march had widespread support, including from
the leading trades organization in the country,
Central Unica de Trabajadores. Rosa, who lived
in the pink house, participated in the march with
her two young children. It took them one day
and one night to make the longjourney and when
they arrived, the marchers were greeted at the Ag-
ricultural School, where students and supporters
prepared meals and provided sanctuary during
negotiations. Union members from El Romeral
provided supplies and offered material support
to the marchers.”® If they had organized a formal
solidarity strike, however, it would have been il-
legal under Chilean labor law.*

Carlos Iter Navea was president of the Obrero
union at El Tofo and he spearheaded negotia-
tions with Edmund Petersen, general manager of
El Tofo, representing the company.® Despite the
broad participation, favorable press, and support
that the strikers received, negotiations deterio-
rated and their demands for housing accommo-
dations in La Serena were not met. As one partici-
pant explained the strike:

Our greatest demand was that we wanted a
community in La Serena. Itwasn’t just the
wages, but that they would build us hous-
ing there. The business roundly denied us
because they said that we had everything
in El Tofo. We didn’t pay electric or water
bills. We wanted our community in La
Serena because we say that the mine was
becomingdepleted. .. and we counted on
the company because they could cancel
our contract and we would have nothing.
This was the point of the pile of petitions,
and we went on strike that lasted three
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months. In the end, we got an increase
in our wages and we didn’t get anything
else. 4

While the strike was deemed legal and work-
ers gained increased pay, they received no guar-
antees for housing accommodations and life in
the city was more costly. Without the company
paying for electricity, healthcare, water, and trans-
portation, the slight wage increases were quickly
absorbed by new costs associated with living in
the city. The area in which many Tofinos settled,
where Rosa’s house was moved to, did not even
have basic infrastructure. The new residents—
some of whom had never paid an electric bill in
their lives—found themselves having to organize
to pressure both the company and the city to
provide running water and to install power lines,
making do with candlelight in the meantime.

Because workers did not own their homes
in El Tofo or have sufhicient savings, neither em-
ployed miners nor retirees with pensions could
afford to buy a home in La Serena. This was a
stressful period for the Tofino emigres, and their
relocation caused a fundamental reorganization
of their social worlds and familial bonds. The
destabilizing ripple effect hit every aspect of their
daily lives. While some, like Rosa, lived for years
in semi-squatter settlements without electricity or
running water, others moved in with family mem-
bers in uncomfortable and crowded conditions.
Rosa described this time as one in which “many
people got sick.”

Although El Tofo was still operating, its ship-
ments of iron ore had decreased precipitously, to
the point that Bethlehem Steel Corporation did
not even count El Tofo’s contribution in its 1963
internal assessment of iron ore sources. BCIMC
experimented with beneficiation and process-
ing low-grade iron ore to make high-grade ore
at El Tofo. The company maintained a shrink-
ing community while continuing cleanup efforts
by mining the “float ores” or “faldeos de rodados;
but by then its main producer was the mine

at El Romeral. While a portion of the company’s
urban workers was housed in company-provided
homes, the rest had to make their own housing ar-
rangements at market prices. Geographer Leland
Pederson describes the changing relationship be-
tween the company and its employees:

Significantly, and in keeping with the
current practice wherever practicable in
the iron industry and in Chilean mining
in general, Bethlehem chose not to con-
struct a company town at the Romeral
mine. Instead, the company provided
free transportation for its approximately
400 workers to Compania, La Serena,
and Coquimbo, where the provision of
housing and domestic facilities becomes
the laborer’s own responsibility, where
schools and hospitals are provided as
government-sponsored social services,
where company-sponsored playgrounds
and doctors “become symbols of benevo-
lence rather than obligations” and where
mine workers and their families become
integrated with established communi-
ties. While such a practice does indeed
eliminate the problems of the company
town or mining camp, it also eliminates
the advantages to workers of subsidized
housing and social services, leading among
labor unions to a good deal of agitation
in favor of company housing and in the
public conscience to some concern for the
welfare of iron workers.*’

The urbanized commuter subdevelopments
generated a new model in which the company
maintained its role as employer and landlord for
some of its urban workforce, while also abnegating
what workers—after several generations of living
in El Tofo—saw as its responsibility to provide

housing for all of its laborers.*
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The Double-Edged

Company Town

The new urban workers who had emigrated
from El Tofo lost many of the benefits that had
defined life in the mining town: company-pro-
vided schooling, hospitals, utilities, and social
clubs. Many highly trained workers were not
hired at El Romeral because of their agitation for
company-provided housing. BCIMC invested
in spaces that both the company and its workers
understood to be perks and not obligations. The
company built a private fenced-in club that took
up a full city block on the main strip off Francisco
de Aguirre Avenue. The soccer fields, baseball
diamonds, and playground there were exclusively
available to all who worked at El Romeral. While
this park was embedded in the city, it was still a
place where workers could congregate with their
families and experience the private benefits of be-
ing a BCIMC employee.

While it maintained some company-provided
housing, the company reduced its roles as land-
lord, benefactor, mentor, overseer, teacher, and
town administrator and settled into being an
employer.
practices remained. The company maintained its

Nonetheless, tinges of paternalistic

reputation for training “unskilled” workers to op-
erate the new mining equipment, but in addition
to teaching job-specific skills, it utilized discours-
es that emphasized instructing Chileans how to
be “good” workers.”

This new form of labor engineering was con-
sistent with some of the trends in “new” company
towns. The housing was located in exurban areas
that had physical and visual separation from the
mine, homes were built around a central plaza,
and company social workers replaced the exces-
sive paternalism of management directly interven-
ing in the private lives of workers. Living condi-
tions were upgraded to California bungalow-style
houses that, according to company-town histo-
rian Margaret Crawford, symbolized “a sense of
home, comfort, and [a] flattering association with

upper-middle-class individuality.”>

These forms of intervention in the lives of
some workers, who were privileged to receive
company housing, also functioned to create a new
underclass of urban proletarians who, despite their
demands, existed outside the bounds of company
protection and responsibility.>' I call this arrange-
ment the double-edged company town because, in
this model, the paternalism of employer-landlord
relations is transformed from a company’s obli-
gation to a workers privilege. The irony is that,
while the new urban life could have offered more
freedom and autonomy than living in the isolated
company town of El Tofo, the abrupt reorganiza-
tion of the social world of Tofinos, the increased
cost of city living, and the reduced power of col-
lective bargaining, created a precarity that served
to solidify workers’ dependence on the company.
By reducing investment in the social lives of its
workforce, BCIMC released itself from past ob-
ligations and focused on its production process
which it reoriented towards a bustling new global
trade in iron ore.

El Romeral, Global Demand,
and Chile’s Iron Ore Boom

In 1968, BCIMC invested US$20 million
into a massive expansion at El Romeral that cor-
responded to increasing the loading capacity at
the port of Guyacian.’> The company completed
a large new central office, located on Pedro Pablo
Munoz Boulevard in La Serena, and began build-
ing more housing to accommodate a growing
workforce. The paid workforce never exceeded
ninety persons at the port of Guyacan, but the
mine at El Romeral employed around one thou-
sand, more than the total population of El Tofo
in 1970.%

The expansion at Romeral was not undertak-
en to supply Bethlehem Steel Corporation with
more Chilean iron ore, but was a direct result of
increasing demand from Japan and consequently
the need to accommodate larger Japanese ore-
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carrying vessels.>* Japan, much like the United
States and Germany, had depleted its reserves of
high-grade iron ore to fuel military production
for World War II. The type of blast furnaces typi-
cal in the Japanese steel industry, combined with
the increased capacity of ore carriers, made ship-
ments of high-grade iron ore pellet feed and fines
from El Romeral highly desirable. By 1963, Japan
imported more iron ore from El Romeral than the
United States did.>

Iron ore from El Romeral also served Chile’s
nascent steel industry at Huachipato. The 1949
contract between BCIMC and CAP established
that ore from El Romeral would be the main
source for Huachipato’s blast furnaces.”® For ex-
ample, of the total of 2,912,819 tons of iron ore
shipped from Guayacin in 1967, 55.6 percent
went to Japan, 25.3 percent to Huachipato, and
18.9 percent to Sparrows Point.>’

Production at El Tofo continued in this pe-
riod, but whereas the port at Cruz Grande only
served ore carriers with a capacity of twenty-four
thousand tons, Guayacin served vessels with
double that capacity. The plans for expansion at
Guayacén were to accommodate vessels carrying
one-hundred thousand tons. The complex crush-
ing machinery installed at El Romeral, which used
magnetic processes to beneficiate the ore, created
high-grade sintering feed and pellet fines shipped
to the port by rail.”® But increased toll costs at
the Panama Canal resulted in a higher shipping
cost for ore from Chile, making it more profit-
able to sell it to Japan than ship it to Baltimore.*
At this point, Chilean iron ore was no longer an
important input in Bethlehem Steel’s production
process. In 1967 BCIMC's total exports valued
US$15 million.®

Increased demand for high-grade ore with few
impurities coincided with a surplus of labor to
create the conditions for the growth of a handful
of new medium-scale, independent iron-mining
operations. By the 1950s, these operations col-
lectively outpaced Bethlehem’s exports and ended
the company’s four-decade long iron-mining mo-

nopoly in Chile.®’ By 1960, the Minera Santa Fe,
organized by a cadre of Chilean investors, was the
largest ore shipper in the country; it occasion-
ally exported iron from Bethlehem’s port at Cruz
Grande and even sold ore at market rates to Beth-
lehem Steel Corporation.®

Nationalization and

the Closure of FEl Tofo

Six months after the 1967 strike began, the
United States Agency for International Develop-
ment underwrote a policy that insured BCIMC
for 82 percent of its mining investments and as-
sets in Chile.®> This was in response to the “Chil-
eanization” of Kennecott’s copper mines in 1966.
Chileanization entailed state acquisition of 51
percent of the shares of the large-scale foreign-
owned copper mining companies, with the goal
of increasing production to augment the revenue
the Chilean state made from mining exports.®
Organized labor, with strong representation from
the mining sector, formed a coalition with leftist
political parties to establish the program of Popu-
lar Unity, in which it explicitly challenged the
power of foreign monopoly capital and called for
nationalization of the mining sector as a unifying
political project.®®

Declassified Central Intelligence Agency
documents demonstrate that the United States
was preparing for nationalizations in anticipation
of the election of Marxist presidential candidate
Salvador Allende.®® However, contradictory evi-
dence appears in the historical record: BCIMC
insured its investments but, according to a Chil-
can mid-level manager, company officials on the
ground perceived minimal risk of expropriation.”
This estimation may have been based on the fact
that iron had been exempt from earlier waves of
Chileanization and because BCIMC was supply-
ing Huachipato with iron ore at cost.

Salvador Allende was elected on November 4,
1970, and within three weeks he pushed through

a constitutional reform to nationalize Chile’s nat-
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ural resources.®® This act was the culmination of a
decades-long struggle aimed at uniting factions of
the Left and making the demands of mine work-
ers central to a popular political front. In Febru-
ary 1971, Bethlehem Chile was the first foreign
company to be expropriated.®’

Bethlehem Steel Corporation received a sum
of US$22,352,740 over fifteen years, a portion
paid directly by the Chilean government. The 82
percent insured by the US government were to be
paid in installments ata 5 percent rate; Bethlehem
had rejected the initial offer of a 3 percent rate of
interest.”’ After extracting over 91 million tons
and exporting 80 million tons of high-grade iron
ore taken from the Chilean subsoil, Bethlehem
Steel Corporation left Chile, receiving compensa-
tion on its way out.

Nelida and Juan remembered being nervous
about what would happen to their home in La
Serena when the company was nationalized, but
CAP worked out a rent-to-own arrangement that
ultimately enabled them to buy their house for far
below its market value. Near where Rosa lived in
La Serena, the company had only finished con-
structing ten houses made of concrete; the rest
were never finished. El Tofo continued to lose
population and the wind down that had been in
motion for over fifteen years continued—despite
some hope that nationalization would result in a
revival of the town.

While the Tofinos the author interviewed
said they did not subscribe to the anti-imperialist
rhetoric of the period, nationalization took place
following years of strained relations between la-
bor and capital and within the context of sig-
nificant political mobilization led by miners. In
1974, under the U.S.-backed military dictatorship
of Augusto Pinochet, CAP permanently closed El
Tofo and Cruz Grande (except for the primary
school). CAP removed the functioning equip-
ment, took useful building materials, sold some
of the remaining metal for scrap, and evicted the
remaining families.

Rosa and her neighbors built new lives

grounded in their Tofino identity. They formed
a social club, a soccer league for children and
adults, a mother’s association, and a new organi-
zation: Tofinos para siempre, aimed at honoring
their diasporic community and their beloved lost
town. Together, they make yearly pilgrimages to
El Tofo every May. In 2022, the Union Minas El
Tofo soccer club will celebrate its one hundredth
anniversary. Production continues at El Romeral
and ore is still loaded at Guayacin, but most ships
are bound for China, not Japan.

Discussion

BCIMC’s decision to not build a town at the
mine site of El Romeral functions in six interre-
lated ways. First, as was consistent with norms
in Chile in the 1950s, the reduction of company
housing at mine sites was a cost-efhicient practice
aimed at reducing the power of workers.”

Second, El Romeral’s production was orient-
ed toward changing trends in international mar-
kets instead of toward supplying Bethlehem Steel
Corporation with raw materials. This transition
exemplifies the concept of secondary sourcing be-
cause it explains how the creation of El Romeral
enabled the winding down of El Tofo. Instead
of closing El Tofo abruptly, the town was trans-
formed into a transitional support base for labor,
services, and equipment that were oriented to-
ward operations at El Romeral.

Third, the construction of the mine site at
El Romeral and the three exurban developments
built for the commuting workforce were part of
a massive national project in urban planning that
enlisted BCIMC to build housing that could
withstand the shutdown of mining operations.”

Fourth, the creation of housing in La Ser-
ena—inaugurated on the US’s Independence
Day and with streets named after U.S. presidents
and business leaders—was clearly an attempt
to impose US. cultural values and aesthetics on
Chile. Consistent with the “civilizing” mission
embodied in US. industrialists’ forays into Latin
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America, this assumed that “the American way of
life could be easily transplanted and eagerly wel-
comed elsewhere.””

Fifth, by building company-owned housing
in La Serena and the port town of Coquimbo,
BCIMC maintained its position as employer and
landlord over some of its workforce, reproducing
the dynamic of the company town. While the
mine was out of sight, like other “new” company
towns, BCIMC still maintained forms of surveil-
lance over workers who resided in company hous-
ing, which shaped their social behaviors.

Sixth, by only providing housing for some of
the privileged workers, this new double-edged
company town not only reproduced dynamics of
paternalism and hierarchy, it also produced a new
lower rank of wage-carners for whom the compa-
ny established minimal obligations and loyalties.

As these interrelated processes intersected
and constituted one another, they generated new
forms of conflict between labor and capital. This
is evidenced by the existence of more labor con-
flicts in the final sixteen years of operation at El
Tofo than in the forty years prior. The 1955 strike
was the culmination of declining outputs follow-
ing peak production at El Tofo, the diversion of la-
bor and capital toward El Romeral, a recession in
Chile, and coalition building with leftist parties.
The strike of 1967 cemented the waning power
of collective bargaining and marked the immi-
nent closure of El Tofo. Despite broad popular
support for the workers during the three-month
strike, the company refused to rehouse laborers
and their families. The small increase in wages,
combined with a loss of company-provided ame-
nities and programs, actually resulted in a reduced
quality of life for Tofino emigrees.

Bethlehem Steel in Chile

For the first forty years of its operation, the
remote mining enclave of El Tofo operated as a
model company town that had—at least for some

time and in some ways—Ilived up to the utopian
vision of harmonious relations between man-
agement and workers. The company’s capital-
intensive and modern iron mining and exporting
operations were accompanied by its considerable
investment in physical infrastructure, social repro-
duction, and the entertainment of its workforce at
a scale unprecedented in the Norte Chico region
of Chile.”* However, while nostalgic narratives
dominate the first-hand accounts, the oft-repeat-
ed phrase that residents were all “one big family”
does not negate the hierarchies that marked daily
life at El Tofo; after all, power is rarely equitably
distributed in families.

While company towns are inherently con-
tested and contradictory spaces, for nearly two
generations El Tofo provided the BCIMC with
a dedicated, stable, and loyal workforce, and the
company provided working-class Chileans with a
means of obtaining reliable housing, food, cloth-
ing, education, and healthcare for their families.
The pace of work in the mines and the intense
social stratification baked into the design of the
town combined with rural isolation and the com-
pany-created leisure, educational, and cultural ac-
tivities enabled through tax-free imports from the
United States generated an enduring Tofino iden-
tity among the Chilean residents. In line with the
vision of the industrialists and architects who de-
signed such towns, El Tofo successfully built an
identity in which labor would, for some time, see
the company’s interest as its own.

To the degree that this vision was realized at
El Tofo, it deteriorated rapidly as the company
opened a new mining operation at Romeral. The
secondary sourcing from El Romeral enabled a
reorientation of BCIMC’s capital toward inter-
national markets and in doing so restructured la-
bor relations in Chile. Despite resistance to this
restructuring, the company rejected workers™ de-
mands to build a new town at the site of the mine
or to ensure housing and benefits on par with
those available at El Tofo. Instead, BCIMC con-
structed a limited amount of workers” housing in
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subdevelopments on urban outskirts, maintain-
ing a landlord-employer relationship consistent
with elements of both a traditional and a “new”
company town.

By excluding some workers from the privilege
of company-provided housing, the hierarchies
that dictated life in El Tofo remained and expand-
ed to include a lower rank of laborer for whom
the company had minimal obligations. Because
this exclusionary design of company-provided
housing created further divisions in the status, in-
terests, and labor relations of workers with BCI-
MC, T designate this model as the double-edged
company town. This terminology symbolizes how,
one: workers in company housing received mate-
rial privileges with the loss of autonomy and, two:
that workers denied housing had a lower standard
of living, since their wages needed to cover hous-
ing costs, rendering their position with the com-
pany more precarious despite the possibility of
more autonomy.

This article provides the first detailed account
of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation’s Chilean
subsidiary and the wind down process of its com-
pany town of El Tofo, particularly as theorized
through the concept of secondary sourcing. It
explains the confluence of factors that resulted in
a move away from the company town model and
how the restructuring of labor, which was predi-
cated on the orientation of capital, generated new
conflicts that provided the setting for the nation-
alization of mining operations and the eventual
closure of El Tofo. The $20 million Romeral ex-
pansion project had not been fully completed at
the time of nationalization in 1971 and the com-
pensation for the total sale of BCIMC’s assets

(US$22,352,740) was just over the amount that
it had recently invested.”

While a detailed assessment of the process of
the nationalization of BCIMC’s assets is beyond
the scope of this article, the sources analyzed pro-
vide evidence that the company likely underes-
timated the tensions within its labor force and,
perhaps more significantly, also failed to grasp
the broader political movement toward nation-
alization. Further research into the financial as-
pect and profit margins of Bethlehem Chile Iron
Mines Company’s iron-mining operations would
provide greater insights into the true value of the
Chilean subsidiary to its parent company and,
consequently, in what ways capital was reshuffled
to accommodate Bethlehem Steel Corporation’s
interests.

Cory Fischer-Hoffman drives past the former Beth-
lehem Steel mill on her commute from Bethlehem ro
Easton, Pennsylvania, where she is a Visiting Assistant
Professor in International Affairs ar Lafayette College.
Her doctoral degree is in Latin American, Caribbean,
and U.S. Latino Studies from the State University of
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in Latin America. Thanks to a research grant from the
Mz’m’ng History Association, she was able to travel to
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