
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Holden Village readies for its time 
of renewal 
by K.C. Mehaffey 
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One of the more visible signs of work around Holden Village in June was the orange safety 
fencing along the road through town. Until a bridge below town was installed this month, 
all the machinery used for the mine remediation traveled though the village. Each vehicle 
was escorted by one or more remediation workers, seen in the right side of the photo, for 
safety. 
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HOLDEN VILLAGE — As Holden Villagers gather on Main Street each day to clap and wave 
signs welcoming the guest-filled schoolbus to this Lutheran retreat, their backdrop is 
slowly changing. 

Bonanza Peak and Dumbell Mountain still dominate the view from this town of two dozen 
buildings, built on a mountainside high above Lake Chelan’s southern shore. 

But just across the rushing Railroad Creek — where the old Holden Mine operated for 20 
years until it closed in 1957 — the industrial noises long ago silenced are coming back 
to life. 

This time, instead of miners hauling out and crushing ore from the aptly-named Copper 
Peak, mine reclamation workers are wearing the hard hats and operating the 
heavy equipment. 

Rio Tinto, an international mining company, is preparing for a $100 million-plus cleanup 
project said to be one of the largest endeavors in Chelan County since its hydroelectric 
dams were built. 
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With no roads to the outside world, the workers, equipment and supplies must all be 
barged or ferried to Lucerne, then transported 11 miles around nine switchbacks that gain 
2,000 feet in elevation over a narrow dirt road. 

Rio Tinto workers and subcontractors started last summer, and are continuing this year to 
widen the road for heavy equipment, install a massive bridge across the creek a mile below 
the village, and otherwise prepare for some 200 workers who will soon inundate one of the 
most remote towns in the lower 48 states. 

If all goes according to plan — and that’s a big if — Holden Village will turn its energies 
next summer, and the summer after, to serving the reclamation workers instead of visitors 
seeking spiritual education and reprieve. 

“We’re turning Holden back into a mining town, in a way,” said Chuck Carpenter, co-
director of the Lutheran village with his wife, Stephanie. 

Fifty years ago, the Lutherans bought the old mining camp at Holden Village and turned it 
into a spiritual retreat. Now, instead of setting up a tent city, mine reclamation workers will 
be sleeping in the village bunkhouses and eating at its dining hall. 

“It’s already set up to be that. So we decided to use the facilities to feed and house the 
workers. We see it as contributing to the project — to make it more efficient so it can 
happen faster,” he said. 

Holden will not be closed during that time. It has always depended on hundreds of 
volunteers, and their service will be needed more than ever during the clean-up, 
Carpenter said. 

But, due to the potential for noise, dust, and safety issues, Holden will not be taking guests, 
except in winter. The lectures, children’s activities, and classes like weaving, printmaking 
and tie-dye Tuesdays will not be offered during the busy summer season. 

The village still needs people to cook meals, clean rooms, wash sheets and towels and track 
lodging assignments for the workers and volunteers as they come and go. 

Skilled volunteers are also being solicited to work on the village’s electrical system — 
known to blink out when under stress, upgrade its water system, and restore some of these 
buildings — built for the miners 75 years ago. 

The Holden Mine was operated by Howe Sound Mining Co., which mined copper, zinc, gold 
and silver there from 1938 to 1957. It left behind some 300,000 cubic yards of waste rock 
and 8.5 million tons of mine tailings on 90 acres. 

When the snow melts or rain saturates the mine and tailings piles, several minerals leech 
from the ground into Railroad Creek. The problem does not pose a threat to human health, 
officials say, but it is harming aquatic life in the creek. 



 
 

Remediation workers will cut a channel into bedrock to relocate about a half mile of 
Railroad Creek, stabilize and cover three piles of tailings and two piles of waste rock, and 
install a wall deep into the earth to prevent runoff from the mine and waste piles from 
seeping into the creek. 

Some people are questioning the need for this immense reclamation, when the water in the 
creek below is said to be clean enough to drink, and impacts from the clean-up itself will 
be significant. 

But Carpenter said the village supports this effort to restore the environment — funded 
completely by the mining company — despite the disruption to this retreat and its 
guest operations. 

“As Lutherans, we have a perspective of seeing God’s renewal, even — and especially — in 
places that are dark and dreary,” he said.  

If the village’s mission is to welcome all people into the wilderness to be called, and send 
them home renewed in spirit, he said, it should also seek that same renewal for the creek, 
the valley and the environment that surrounds and inspires them. 

Holden Village in transition 

As Holden Village celebrates 50 years as a Lutheran retreat this year, they’re making a few 
adjustments to their usual summer schedule. 

A year before the real work begins, the village has opened its doors to between 60 and 70 
reclamation workers who are living in bunkhouses, eating in the village dining hall, and 
traveling on Holden school buses to and from the Lady of the Lake ferry. 

They work 10- to 12-hour days and rotate in and out of the village every couple of weeks. 

Last summer, when crews first arrived, they stayed mostly separate from the day-to-day 
life in this retreat, villagers said. 

But as time went on, some began to attend Vespers, the evening prayer service when 
newly-arrived guests are welcomed by name, and those about to leave are wished 
safe travels. 

Others started standing in line with guests for ice cream or espresso. They began bowling 
and playing pool in the village center. And at Halloween, some dressed up as ghosts and 
ghouls, joining parents in bushes and up in the bridge rafters along the Haunted Trail. 

Olivia and Oakley McNair, whose parents are year-round volunteer staff at Holden Village, 
recall workers coming to their playground at school offering candy. “We asked, ‘Can we 
take two?’ And they said, ‘Take as many as you want,’” Olivia remembered excitedly. 



 
 

Carpenter said he was impressed when a group of Rio Tinto engineers arrived wearing stiff, 
pin-striped shirts, buttoned to the top. They left in those same shirts, that they tie-dyed 
during a Tuesday class. 

“Quite a few of the workers have discovered Holden as a place of healing, and some have 
come back with their families for retreat,” said the village pastor Scott Kerschner. 

Meanwhile, the village has made a few changes to accommodate the workers. 

The dining hall menu, usually a vegetarian meal, often has a meat option now — like 
vegetarian or meat lasagna. Breakfast now includes a side of sausage or bacon and 
pancakes in the early morning serving, when the workers are fed. 

And just as Holden Village has made changes for the clean-up crews, Rio Tinto is working to 
accommodate the needs of the village. 

On Main Street — before a bridge across Railroad Creek was installed a mile below the 
village this month — a temporary construction fence lined the roadway, and workers were 
assigned to walk in front of and behind every truck and piece of equipment that traveled 
through town, as a safety precaution. 

With up to 450 people in the village regularly crossing Main Street to get to lectures, craft 
classes or heading out for a hike, these vehicle escorts were a precautionary safety measure 
taken to prevent accidents. All traffic was suspended during Holden’s weekly parades this 
summer celebrating the village’s 50th year as a Lutheran retreat. 

Dave Cline, Rio Tinto’s project manager, said the workers have really taken to the village. 

“The majority of people we have there this year were up there in 2011, and were excited, 
and wanted to go back,” he said. “I think that speaks volumes in itself.” 

He said many of the construction workers have families, so it’s refreshing for them to be in 
a place that has such a strong family atmosphere. “Holden Village is a bit of a surrogate 
family for them, when they’re on site,” he said. 

He said the mining company is mostly focused on being respectful of the village, and 
ensuring that everyone is safe. 

That has meant closing some hiking trails near the mine, and preventing people from 
walking or jogging on the dirt road from Lucerne to Holden. 

“As everyone knows, this is a very unique situation,” Cline said. “I think we both went into 
this with a little bit of trepidation. How do we mix our workforce with their guests? In my 
opinion, to date, it’s been a success.” 



 
 

The future of Holden Village 

Many villagers and visitors say they are glad that the Superfund site across the creek is 
being cleaned up, and that Holden Village’s buildings and electrical and water systems will 
be upgraded to last another 50 years. 

“I’m excited. We have 75-year-old buildings, and we get a facelift next summer,” said Linda 
Thorson, the village’s hospitality manager. 

But visitors and villagers do wonder just how long the clean-up work will impact the 
retreat’s activities, and how the village and the surrounding environment will look when 
it’s finished. 

“One concern I have is, what’s going to happen to some of our favorite places?” asked 
Jeanne Herr, Holden’s elementary teacher and director of Narnia, the village’s summer 
program for children. 

The village campfire site is a magical spot on the creek, she said. Special enough for one 
couple to schedule their wedding there this summer.  

A little deeper in the woods, there’s the Hobbit House, fashioned out of a tall hollow stump 
— a favorite spot for many children. 

“We hope it’s not changing, but when they move the creek, what is going to change? We 
don’t know,” she said. 

Still, the important things — like the children’s program — will not be affected. “I think the 
little pains are really minor compared to the big picture,” Herr said. 

“I’m a little anxious about what it’s going to be like in three years,” agreed Janet Kempe, 
who has been visiting Holden Village for 34 years with her husband, Ron, a Lutheran pastor 
from Puyallup. 

She said she also worries that families who visit Holden every year will lose continuity 
when the village closes to visitors. “Two years is better than five years,” she said, referring 
to original plans that would have required a longer construction phase. 

She said she and her husband will probably visit in the winter, but many families who 
travel across the country to visit Holden may just wait until construction is finished 
to return. 

Linda Jensen — who grew up in Holden Village in the 1950s and now volunteers every 
summer in the museum — said she’s not sure whether she’ll be coming back before the 
cleanup is finished, and uncertain how much longer she’ll be able to visit Holden as she gets 
older, and health issues arise. 



 
 

Now 70 years old, Jensen said it’s difficult for her to return in the winter. “I do worry a little 
about, is this my last time, if I don’t come for two years?” she said. “I just love the village. It’s 
an unbelieveable place.” 

For the co-directors of the retreat, the project’s timeline continues to be the 
biggest question. 

Carpenter said two major things have to get done this summer for the project to move into 
heavy construction next year — the creek has to be realigned, and a rock quarry has to be 
established. But construction season got a late start this year, as the village got 350 inches 
snow last winter, and a cold spring kept it from melting. 

“It’s sort of a test of patience,” he said.  

But, Carpenter said, they’ll just remain flexible, and make sure their guests know to come 
back and experience Holden Village in the winter, or be patient and ready to return when 
the clean-up is finished. 

“I feel like my wife, Steph, and I, we were called to this unusual time,” he said. “The call for 
us was to help get the village through this process, or at least through the most 
difficult part.” 

K.C. Mehaffey: 997-2512 mehaffey@wenatcheeworld.com 

Reach K.C. Mehaffey at 509-997-2512 or mehaffey@wenatcheeworld.com. Read her blog 
An Apple a Day or follow her on Twitter at @KCMehaffeyWW. 
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