Prostitution has always had two sides. Its promoters, anxious to make it a paying proposition, strove

to keep its happy face turned outward and to hide its vulgar, ruinous aspects. The World War II-era

pinup (below) from Butte’s Dumas Hotel projects the image of the one; the dragon and illustration at

far right, taken from extensive illustrations accompanying a lengthy exposé of Butte’s red-light
district published in 1902, capture the nature of the flesh trade’s nether side.

upstairs hallway of the Dumas Hotel. The
leggy subject, draped over a bed and show-
ing plenty of cleavage, holds the model of a vintage
airplane trailing the message, “Keep Em Flying.”
Outside the antiquated building, a sea of pavement

surrounds this former parlor house in the heart of

Butte, Montana. Here from the 1890s through much
of the twentieth century, a thriving red-light dis-
trict rivaled similar quarters in larger cities like San
Francisco and New Orleans. The Dumas, built in
1890, was one of the first such houses to appear
along this stretch of East Mercury Street. Today it
is the centerpiece among a few other surviving struc-
tures that together provide a chronology for an im-
portant Butte business. In architectural form, they

document the changes wrought by reforms and eco-
nomic influences. Architecture, written records, and
a rare collection of artifacts present a picture of the
economic and social milieu in which the district
emerged and matured. Interpreting this part of
Butte’s history, entwined as it is with what preser-
vationists call the built environment, yields a strik-
ing portrait of a business pursuit that was both
flamboyant and foul.

Other important remnants of Butte’s former red-
light district include a brick-paved back street
behind the Dumas. Originally known as Pleasant
Alley, this thoroughfare became the main entrée
to a network of tiny one-room cubicles, or “cribs,”
where public women transacted their business.
Another is the Blue Range building, so-called to-
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day for its modern {

color scheme and the

mining company of the same

name that owns it. Constructed as

cribs at the turn of the century, its distinctive
door and window arrangement was once a com-
mon sight along the streets of the district. The
Blue Range reflects a time when women—scant-
ily clad or cloaked in cold-weather wrappers
called “shady-go-nakeds”—sat in the low win-
dows and displayed their assets, tapping pro-
vocatively on the glass at passersby with
thimbles, rings, or chopsticks.?

Vulgar manner, overied.
Qverdressed and underbred.
Heathen godless—hell's delight,
Rude by day and lewd by night.
Dwarfed the man. enlarged the brute,
Ruled by rou¢ and prostitute.
Purple robed and pauper clad.
Raving. rofting. money-mad.
Squirming herd in fTammon’s mesh.
Wilderness of human flesh.

Crazed by Avarice, Lust and Rum,
Butte, thy name is Delirium.

Butte and Montana Beneath the X-Ray, 1907-08"
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uch has been

written about historic and

contemporary Butte, a
town long recognized for its signifi-
cance as an urban mining center. The
Department of the Interior designated
the entire city a National Historic
Landmark in 1962, and several thou-
sand of its buildings and homes are
contributing elements of a huge his-
toric district listed on the National
Register of Historic Places. Butte’s
red-light neighborhood has been am-
ply discussed as well, from Charlie Chaplin’s reminis-
cences of its beautiful women to Joseph Kinsey
Howard’s description of the sordid business in the
1940s.” For all this attention, however, very little has
been said about the built environment of the district,
how it came to be so centrally located, why it remained
viable for nearly a century, and of what intrinsic value
are its physical remains.

The scale of Butte’s demimonde can be linked to
the pride the town had in its wide-open reputation,
serving as self-expression in a place constricted by the
omnipresent Anaconda Copper Mining Company
(ACM), which held nearly everything under its thumb,
including mines, newspapers, parks, and utilities.*
Nothing directly links the red-light district to ACM,

but prostitution and other forms of vice, like everything

1. Warren G. Davenport, Butte and Montana Beneath the X-Ray:
Being a Collection of Editorials from the Files of the Butte X-Ray dur-
ing the Years 1907-08 (Butte, 1909), 154.

2. The Butte Evening News, May 10, 1905, defines the term
“shady-go-naked” as underworld slang for an ulster, a long, loose
overcoat.

3. The passage, frequently quoted from Charles Chaplin, My
Autobiography (New York, 1964), 128, reads in part: “Butte boasted

Across the deserted street from the

political advertisement stands the

Dumas Hotel, circa 1990. Built in 1890,
its architecture tells of the « lI.IIIQIIIQ
story of Butte’s demimonde. Below, the
Blue Range building, with its distinctive
(Iil“' J”(l \\lll(!(i\\ arrangemec nt, 1s one li'
the few remaining artifacts of what was

once a Illll\lll'_‘, Butte enterprise.

else, ultimately served the company. A thriving re-
stricted district meant that thousands of single miners
would spend their time and paychecks on entertain-
ment rather than organizing against their bosses. Butte
remained a rough mining camp well into the twentieth
century, a “sinful city,” as one writer described it, where
debauchery and dissipation were considered a boon
to the local economy.” These idiosyncrasies, along with
Butte’s soot-filled air, earned the town a second name:
“the perch of the devil.”®

Before the Dumas and other parlor houses appeared
on Mercury Street in the early 1890s, Galena Street one
block north was the hub of Butte’s red-light district.
Prior to that, the “ladies of the line” who first drifted
into Butte in the 1870s worked still another block north
on Park Street, then the heart of the mining camp. Park
Street was the city’s geographic center and a logical

of having the prettiest women of any red-light district in the West,
and it was true. If one saw a pretty girl smartly dressed, one could
rest assured she was from the red-light quarter, doing her shopping.”
See also Joseph Kinsey Howard, Montana: High, Wide, and Hand-
some (1943; reprint, Lincoln, 1983), 94-95.

4. Mary Murphy, Mining Cultures: Men, Women, and Leisure in
Butte, 1914-41 (Urbana, 1997), 225.
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Prostitution arrived in Butte with its earliest
mineral strikes, but as a solid business district
began to emerge the ladies of the line
converged into one-room wooden cribs that
lined Galena Street (right, looking west in
1901). It was the Theatre Comique (below),
however, opened in the mid-1880s, that helped
establish Butte’s wide-open reputation.

place for legitimate enterprises, and
when solid business blocks began to
replace its unsightly tents and shan-
ties the women moved south, but not
far. By the mid-1880s, former “Park
Street girls” had relocated in one-
room wooden cribs that lined both
sides of Galena Street. An array of
dance halls, saloons, and gambling
joints spilled into neighboring
streets.’

While the district was in this tran-
sitional phase, the Theatre Comique
opened in the mid-1880s at 13 South
Main Street between the old red-
light area on Park and the new dis-
trict emerging on Galena. It was the
Comique that in many ways helped establish Butte’s
early wide-open reputation. The working man’s answer
to the opera house, its garishly ornate facade mimicked
elegant East Coast music halls.® Refinement, however,
was not one of its virtues. The entertainment, a blend
of vaudeville and burlesque, catered to miners and la-
borers who came in through the front door, while re-
spectable gentlemen could enter unseen through an
alley. The back door led upstairs to a circle of private
box seats with doors that could be bolted from the in-
side. The front of each box, enclosed by a fine mesh
screen, looked out upon the main floor and stage.
Scenes painted upon these screens allowed the patron
to view the stage easily yet remain hidden from public
view. Drinks were served through a slot in the door.

5. John K. Hutchens, One Man’s Montana: An Informal Portrait
of a State (New York, 1964), 172; Edwin Dobb, “Pennies from Hell,”
Harper’s, 293 (October 1996), 39-54.

6. C. B. Glasscock, War of the Copper Kings: Builders of Butte
and Wolves of Wall Street (New York, 1935), 87.

7. Sanborn-Perris Map Company, New York, Insurance Maps of
Butte (hereafter Sanborn maps). The 1910, 1914, and 1916 maps
are at the Butte-Silver Bow Public Archives, Butte, Montana (here-
after BSBA), and the maps for 1884, 1888, 1900, and 1931 are at the
Montana Historical Society Library, Helena (hereafter MHS Library).

Sawdust covered the main floor where
patrons sat at tables and waitresses
doubled as entertainers between
shows. A singing waitress could make
several hundred dollars a week, minus
a substantial percentage that went to
her manager. Despite its bawdy-house
reputation, the stage at the Comique
hosted some of the great celebrities of
the times, including Eddy Foy, Bobby
Gaylord, Bill Mack, and Charles
Murray.? Location and competition
caused business to dwindle in the late
1890s, however, and the Comique was
demolished at the turn of the century
to make way for the Metals Bank
building. That structure, a more appro-
priate business for the half-block at the cor-
ner of West Park and South Main, still stands today.

By 1888, as Butte’s business district grew to the
north and west, nearly every building along East Ga-
lena Street between Main and Wyoming housed pros-
titution.'” The so-called “twilight zone” occupied the
southeast corner of the commercial uptown blocks.
Central to the Galena Street businesses was the Ca-
sino Theater at the west end of the block. A combina-
tion saloon, dance hall, prizefighting arena, theater, and
brothel, the Casino’s large-scale entertainments of “twi-
light legality” were available round the clock.

At the Casino Theater and other establishments like
it, miners and millionaires rubbed elbows in alcohol-
induced camaraderie. As the town became more per-
manent and differences between bosses and workers
more pronounced, entertainments beyond the finan-

8. Writer’s Program, Works Projects Administration (WPA),
Copper Camp: Stories of the World’s Greatest Mining Town, Butte,
Montana (New York, 1943), 184. The WPA publication inaccurately
claims that the Comique opened in 1893. The Comique appears on
Sanborn map, 1888.

9. Glasscock, War of the Copper Kings, 94-95; Butte Miner,
November 11, 1925.

10. Sanborn maps, 1884, 1888, 1890, 1891, 1900.




Butte prostitution was first and foremost a business,
legitimized by ownership among some of Montana’s
most prominent citizens. Anton Holter (top right),
pillar of the Helena community and for whom a lake
near Helena is named today, built the Blue Range

circa 1897. Butte newspaper tycoon Lee Mantle
(lower right) purchased the Blue Range in
1900 on the heels of serving a term in the
United States Senate.

cial means of the working class began to
emerge. The district entered a new phase,
expanding toward Arizona Street on the east
and south onto East Mercury Street where
in the 1890s, the Dumas and other parlor
houses began to appear. These extravagant
establishments underscored the wealth to be
found in Butte, and a patron with empty pock-
ets was unwelcome. By 1900, Mercury Street
had a smattering of everything the district offered,
boasting halfa dozen parlor houses, several saloons,
and numerous low-rent cribs where women of all ages
and ethnic backgrounds plied their trade.'!

Investors and speculators, some of them prominent
citizens, constructed and owned the buildings expressly
designed to accommodate prostitution, a business
viewed as a sound investment in a town dominated by
single men. Cribs like those in Pleasant Alley and at
the Blue Range could be rented by the night for two to
five dollars. Such proceeds netted property owners a
decent profit, but respectable businessmen did not col-
lect them in person. Rather, they employed agents to
collect their rents for them.'?

One such landlord was Helena businessman Anton
Holter, whose Montana Loan and Realty Company had
a branch office in Butte. Holter was a wealthy pillar of
the capital city at Helena. A Knight Templar Mason,
devout Lutheran, and family man, he served as presi-
dent of the Society of Montana Pioneers, in Montana’s
first House of Representatives in 1889, and as presi-
dent of the Helena Board of Trade. Holter owned a
diversity of Montana real estate, including the Blue
Range cribs that his company built circa 1897. He also
built and owned another series of cribs on Galena

11. Davenport, Butte and Montana Beneath the X-Ray, 154;
Sanborn map, 1900.

12. Butte Miner, December 6, 1901. One of these agents was Harry
Adams, who worked for the Nadeaus for at least twenty-five years.
Traced through city directories and census records, Adams began
his long career as a bartender at the Copper Block in 1897. He worked
his way up to hotel proprietor by 1920, a position he shared with
Joseph Nadeau’s son, Ovila, and was considered the “czar” of the
district. See also Mary Murphy, “Women on the Line: Prostitution
in Butte, Montana, 1878-1917" (master’s thesis, University of North
Carolina, 1983), 45-46. This was a ground-breaking study and thus
far the only thorough treatment of the subject specific to Butte.

Street, developed exclu-
sively to house prostitu-
tion. Had they been
located elsewhere, in his
own town of Helena for ex-
ample, Holter might have had
to explain. But red-light rents
were nothing more than good
business investments in Butte. In fact,
some respectable women believed having the district
available “protected good women” because it acted as
a safeguard against Butte’s rough and plentiful male
population.'?

Holter’s cribs changed hands at least twenty times
between 1896 and 1902, its owners including other
prominent community leaders. One of these was Butte
newspaper tycoon Lee Mantle, who acquired the brick
building in 1900. Mantle, who had just completed a
term as United States senator, owned other red-light
property adjacent to the Blue Range. Born in England,
Mantle came to Butte in 1877 as an agent for the Wells
Fargo Express Company, established the Butte Daily
Intermountain (later the Daily Post), served as Butte
mayor, and was speaker of the Montana territorial house
of representatives. Real estate was only one of his many
business interests. If Mantle’s affiliation with red-light
property was public knowledge, it most assuredly did
not affect his popularity, for Butte and Montana always
held him in high regard.'

While most buildings housing cribs changed hands
regularly, some owners kept their red-light real estate
for many years. The three-story Silver Queen Block

13. Forabiographical sketch of Anton Holter see Progressive Men
of the State of Montana (New York [ca.1902]), 216-18. See also the
Montana Historical and Architectural Inventory (hereafter MHAI)
for 32-34 East Galena and the Blue Range at 28-46 East Mercury.
The MHALI is an unpublished document prepared as part of the nomi-
nation of the Butte Historic District to the National Register of His-
toric Places and is housed in the National Register files at the State
Historic Preservation Office, Helena, Montana (hereafter SHPO), the
BSBA, and at the National Register of Historic Places, National Park
Service, Department of the Interior, Washington, D.C. Murphy,
Mining Cultures, 78.








































