












of Mines.26 Like earlier generations of women mining 

professionals, Lightowler still endured discrimination. 

Once during a school trip to a mine she felt compelled 

to dress like a man and hide her hair in a hat so that 

the superstitious miners would not realize that a woman 

was in the mine.27 Since that time, hundreds of women 

have graduated from the School of Mines and pursued 

successful careers in the mining industry.

TOWARDS GENDER EQUALITY 

With wartime industrial expansion and the draft, sexual 

segregation of the workplace collapsed for a few short 

years in Arizona during World War II.28 With the men off 
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of strategic minerals such as copper imperative to the 

war effort, the Bureau of Mines’ prohibitions regarding 

women in the mining workplace were relaxed. Dozens of 

women went to work in the mines and the loud, dusty 

Phelps Dodge mill at Morenci during World War II, where 

they helped produce the red metal for the war effort. By 

1943, some 25 percent of the concentrator workforce was 

female. With the war’s end, however, most were replaced 

by returning soldiers. Nevertheless, some women refused 

to leave and stayed on at Phelps Dodge for decades.29

The journey to gender equality was not complete, 

however, and the old barriers and superstitions regarding 

women in the mines resumed in the post-war era. 

Indeed, it would not be until the 1970s that government 

and union mandates gave women the right to enter the 

male mining workplace.30 The journey for women in the 

mining industry has been a long, winding road, and the 

pioneering Arizona women prospectors, mine owners, 

assayers, and mill workers of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries must be remembered for their 

contributions to the Copper State. We must not forget 

the pioneer woman prospector.
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UA School of Mines (1944), working at an assay furnace, 

courtesy of Rob Peckham

The Phelps Dodge reduction works in Morenci during the 1940s, 
courtesy of Freeport-McMoRan Morenci Inc.

Female workers at the Phelps Dodge mill in Morenci during WWII, 
courtesy of Freeport-McMoRan Morenci Inc.

Female mill workers leaving the change house at Morenci during 
WWII, from Carlos A. Schwantes, Vision and Enterprise, p. 218 
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