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Montana and the National Florence Crittenton Mission

by Ellen Baumler

rence Crittenton Home matron in a sprawling,
angular hand on December 16,1905. In a few terse
phrases she told the story of a girl barely out of her teens
who had lived a fast life. “Father of the child said to be
F—— L—,” she wrote. “Lived with him as Mrs. L—"
When the man deserted her, the young woman became
desperate and “threw herself away.” The next entry, on
January 7,1906, indicates that Dr. G. H. Barbour of Helena
delivered a nine-pound daughter. In the third and final
entry on May 15, the matron noted: “From conferring with
L——1I find she has run a house of ill fame. Had six girls
in her house but has the making of a good woman in her.
Loves her baby.”!
The little book in which the matron recorded her
observations, written in more than half a dozen different

“ S good, warm hearted girl,” wrote the Flo-

hands, lies in a box of yellowed clippings and creased pho-
tographs in the archives of the Florence Crittenton Home
in Helena. The book’s pages tell the stories of the young
women who passed through the home between 1900 and
1915. In many ways, the brief glimpses of these Montana

women illuminate a national movement whose mission was
to offer sanctuary and rehabilitation to women and girls.
The Helena home was one of more than seventy Florence
Crittenton Homes established in cities across the United
States by 1909.2

Florence Crittenton Homes were the brainchild of
Charles N. Crittenton, a self-made New York businessman
who built an empire in pharmaceuticals in the mid-1800s,
but whose personal life was beset by tragedies. Scarlet fever
claimed his firstborn son, and, twenty years later, in 1882,
it stole the life of four-year-old Florence, his third child.
In his grief, the wealthy entrepreneur committed himself
to Christian service. Soon after, Crittenton met street
evangelist Smith Allen who invited him on a missionary
tour of New York City’s underworld. Sickened by the
sordid, prisonlike “safe havens” that offered the only alter-
native to women who wanted to change their lives,
Crittenton and several of his friends vowed to establish a
better sanctuary. In 1883 the Florence Night Mission,
named for Crittenton’s little daughter, opened at 29 Bleeker
Street in New York City. The refuge, later known as the

In the early 1880s Charles N. Crittenton, a self-made New York businessman, began helping “fallen women
and wayward girls.” Inspired to this Christian service by the loss of his four-year-old daughter, Florence,
Crittenton, together with physician Kate Waller Barrett, founded the National Florence Crittenton Mission in 1895.
By 1909 there were seventy Florence Crittenton Homes established in cities across the United States. The young
woman at right climbs the stairs of the Florence Crittenton Home at 22 Jefferson in Helena.
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(right) After achieving financial success in
the pharmaceutical industry, Charles N.
Crittenton devoted his life to the
movement whose mission was to

offer sanctuary and rehabilitation to
young women and girls.

(below, right) Women’s advocate
Kate Waller Barrett became a
doctor to better help women

and children trapped in poverty.
Because of her involvement in the
National Florence Crittenton Mis-
sion, many of the Crittenton homes
focused their efforts on helping
unwed expectant mothers.

Both photographs Florence Crittenton Home,
Helena, Montana

Mother Mission, welcomed “fallen women
and wayward girls” who had nowhere else
to go.?

During the 1880s Cirittenton so tire-
lessly pursued the difficult task of help-
ing unfortunate women that his health
was in serious jeopardy.* On the ad-
vice of his physicians, he embarked
upon an around-the-world trip that
terminated in California in 189o.
There he renewed his efforts, estab-
lishing rescue homes in San Fran-
cisco and Los Angeles and a mission
in San Jose. In 1892 Crittenton’s pas-
sion gained a national scope when he
joined with the Women’s Christian Tem-
perance Union (WCTU), an organization
that had pioneered rescue work with the help
of prominent reformer Frances Willard. Collab-
orating with Willard, Crittenton funded the establish-
ment of five new rescue homes for the WCTU. The
following year, in 1893, Crittenton attended the WCTU

1. “Florence Crittenton Home Daybook, 1900-1915,” confidential
record housed at the Florence Crittenton Home, Helena, Montana (here-
after FCH). Information from this book and quotes cited from it were
supplied to the author in Xeroxed copies with all client names censored
in strict accordance with the home’s rules.

2. Helena (Mont.) Independent, November 17, 1909. There were also
Florence Crittenton Homes in China and Japan.

3. Florence Crittenton Association of America, Field Reporter newsletter,
1968, copy in FCH files. For an account of Crittenton’s life, see Charles
Nelson Crittenton, The Brother of Girls: The Life Story of Charles Nelson
Crittenton as Told by Himself (Chicago, 1910); and “Florence Crittenton
Homes: 117 years of service to young women,” n.d., p. 1, FCH files.

4. In his efforts to help prostitutes, Crittenton built on the work of

other reformers, particularly Englishwoman Josephine Butler, who chal-
lenged the traditional male viewpoint and revolutionized attitudes toward

national convention in Atlanta. There he met
Dr. Kate Waller Barrett.
Kate Barrett was born Katherine Har-
wood Waller on January 24, 1857, at
Clifton, her father’s thousand-acre
plantation in Stafford County, Vir-
ginia. During the Civil War Kate and
her family became refugees, but after
the war they returned to Clifton. At
eighteen, Kate married Reverend
Robert South Barrett. The newly-
weds made their home in the slums
of Richmond, Virginia—an area
known as “Butchertown”—where the
reverend had his first parish. Kate, who
had never been exposed to poverty or
vice, was quickly educated to the horrors of
the district. It was the abandoned children
roaming the squalid streets that especially
elicited her compassion. When the Barretts’
first child was several months old, Kate had
an experience that shaped her life.?
On a cold, rainy December
evening Reverend Barrett answered
a knock at the door. A homeless
young mother, shivering in the
cold, clutched her baby. He ush-
ered them into the warm parlor.
As the woman ate the supper
Kate prepared, her plight came
tumbling out. Wooed by a man
with dishonorable intentions, she
found herself unwed, disgraced,
and cast out. The story was all too
common, and life’s ironies struck a
deep chord in Kate. She and the young
mother shared similar upbringings; the
difference was that Kate had an honorable
husband. She later wrote, “There the two babies
laid side by side, my boy and hers, both with equal possi-
bilities . . . both equal in the sight of God; and yet in the
eyes of the world, how different.”

Kate Barrett began her efforts to aid young women in
Richmond and continued this work in Henderson, Ken-
tucky, when her husband was transferred in 1880. In 1886
the Barretts moved to Atlanta. Kate believed that educating
society about prostitution and venereal disease would help
generate support for rehabilitation efforts. She therefore

these women. Vern Bullough and Bonnie Bullough, Women and Prosti-
tution: A Social History (Buffalo, N.Y., 1987), 259-65.

5. Kate Waller Barrett, “Making a ‘Covenant with God,”™ Florence Crit-
tenton Magazine, March 1899, excerpted in Lee Woolf, “Ahead of Her
Time,” Town and Country (June 23,2001), 7-13.

6. Ibid.
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Florence Crittenton Home, Helena, Montana

Helena Florence Crittenton Home residents lived under strict rules of conduct,
especially in the 1930s when “parental emphasis” characterized the home’s atmosphere.

In his private railcar, Crittenton crossed the nation
evangelizing and visiting homes sponsored by the National
Florence Crittenton Mission. In 1896 he brought his message
to Montana, inspiring local groups to establish homes in
Helena and Butte. Helena’s home, the only one to survive,
was the sole facility in the state providing care to
young pregnant women.

sought to educate herself to better help others. Kate, the
mother of five young children, attended Women’s Medical
College of Georgia. Three years later, in 1892, Dr. Kate
Barrett graduated as class valedictorian with a medical
degree in obstetrics; she was thirty-five. Although influ-
ential community members opposed Kate’s efforts, with
financial aid from Charles Crittenton, she founded a rescue
home in Atlanta for unmarried pregnant girls.”

7. Ibid., 10.

This endeavor proved to be only the first of their col-
laborations. Together Crittenton and Barrett founded the
National Florence Crittenton Mission, which incorporated
in 1895 with Crittenton serving as president and Barrett as
vice president. By 1897 forty-six homes operated across
the country, “engaged in the work of reclaiming unfortu-
nate women.” Because of Dr. Barrett’s involvement, many
of the homes focused their efforts on helping unwed ex-
pectant mothers. The homes, “Christian and parental” in
character, encouraged young mothers to keep their babies.
They provided support, medical care, and housing for
mother and newborn for six months or longer while the
mother became self-supporting. On April g, 1898, Presi-
dent William McKinley signed a special act of Congress
granting a national charter to the National Florence Critten-
ton Mission, the first such charter granted to a charitable
entity.®

Traveling across the nation in a private railcar dubbed
Good News, Charles Crittenton spent his time evangelizing
and visiting homes sponsored by the mission. On one such
trip in 1896 Crittenton brought his message to Montana,
inspiring local groups in Helena and Butte to establish

8. Child Welfare League of America website, “History of the Florence
Crittenton Division,” http: //cwla.org/programs /pregprev /florcrit.htm,
April 20, 2003; ibid., “National Florence Crittenton Mission Board,”
September 7, 2003; Florence Crittenton Association of America, Field
Reporter. Under this charter, the National Florence Crittenton Mission
conti today to administer the endowment established by Charles
Crittenton.
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homes in their communities. Montana’s strong associa-
tions with the WCTU and Crittenton’s close connection to
Frances Willard likely drew him to the state. Neither of
these early homes was officially affiliated with the National
Florence Crittenton Mission. However, both Helena and
Butte had active chapters of the WCTU.?

Butte, Montana’s largest urban center, had need of such
a home. With a population dependent upon mining, an in-
dustry dominated by men, social relief and reforms had little
impact, and women in trouble had few places to turn. Yet the
Butte home closed within a year. The reasons for its closure
are unclear, but perhaps the home’s administrators decided

9. WCTU founder Frances Willard visited Montana Territory in
1883, helping to form chapters in both Butte and Helena. Isabella Kirk-
endall, a founder of Helena’s Florence Crittenton Home, was also a char-
ter member of Helena’s WCTU. See Manuscript Collection 160,
Women’s Christian Temperance Union Records, Montana Historical
Society Archives, Helena.

10. The only reference to the Butte home is a listing in the 1897 Polk
City Directory with the address 317 South Montana and the name of the
matron, Mrs. Clara Hall. For more information about Butte’s red-light
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to adopt the Cirittenton policy of not placing girls in their
own communities. The book kept by matrons of the Helena
home shows that many young women came from Butte.!?

Although there is no official record of residents prior to
1900 at the Helena home, there is ample evidence to sup-
port a founding date of 1896 or 1897. A request for records
written in the 1930s and folded among the pages of the
matrons’ book reads, “I was sent from Fargo, North
Dakota, in the years of 1896 or 1897 to the Florence Crit-
tenton Home in Kenwood in Montana. . . . I was between
ten and eleven years old. I went to school in Kenwood.”
Further, an informational pamphlet prepared in 1931 states
that the home “was started 35 years ago.”!!

district, see Ellen Baumler, “Devil’s Perch: Prostitution from Suite to Cel-
lar in Butte,” Montana The Magazine of Western History, 48 (Winter
1998),4-21.

11. Anarticle in the Great Falls (Mont.) Tribune, June 10,1962; undated
clippings in the FCH files; and [Florence Crittenton Home], “Salient
Facts about the Florence Crittenton Home for the Year 1931,” mimeo-
graphed pamphlet, ibid., indicate that the Helena home was established
as a result of Crittenton’s visit in 1896.
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In the 1920s and 1930s

the National Florence
Crittenton Mission strongly
advocated that mothers
keep their babies, and most
followed this recommenda-
tion. These children were
photographed in the Helena
infant’s nursery in 1926.

In April 1900 the
Florence Crittenton Home
Circle of Helena, the aux-
iliary organization charged
with financial support of
the home, secured a five-
hundred-dollar donation
from the national mission
to purchase the building it
had been renting in Ken-
wood, an addition platted on Helena’s west side. Origi-
nally constructed as a hospital for Drs. Parsons and
Roberts, the facility never served that purpose, but it was
large enough to accommodate thirteen women and chil-
dren, and its location in an area still largely undeveloped
assured residents’ privacy.'2 The national organization sent
Maria Dadman to assume duties as the home’s matron at
the end of April. On May 2 Mrs. Dadman recorded infor-
mation about her first resident: “Born in Finland. Mater-
nity case. Her father dead. Mother still in Finland.” A baby
girl was born to the nineteen-year-old mother on May 21.
The child, named Florence Dadman, lived at the home for
a year while her mother worked in a nearby home. When
the two left Helena, Mrs. Dadman noted that the mother
had “endeared herself to us all.”13

With its incorporation on June 12, 1900, the Helena
home became officially linked to the National Florence
Crittenton Mission.!* During the next few years a succes-
sion of troubled, sick, and homeless women and teens
found refuge there.!> Many of the young women were
pregnant, but some were homeless, some were orphans,
and others were, in the eyes of their families, wayward,
dissipated, or immoral. Many were victims of abuse. They

12. The flyleaf of the “Florence Crittenton Home Daybook, 1900-
1915,” FCH, is inscribed: “Purchased old home of Dr. Roberts and Dr.
Parsons.” The Helena (Mont.) Weekly Independent, April 26,1900, noted
purchase of the property and the impending arrival of Mrs. Dadman and
solicited donations of furniture. This building, now known as the Cotton-
wood Apartments, still stands on the north side of Hauser Boulevard
between Laurel and Linden Streets.

13. “Florence Crittenton Home Daybook, 1900-1915,” FCH. The
Bureau of the Census, Twelfth Census of Population 1900, Mont
Lewis and Clark County, sheet 2B, enumeration district 160 (hereafter
e. d.), roll 912, microfilm 251, copy in the Montana Historical Society
Library, Helena (hereafter MHS Library), records the name of the
Finnish-born mother and her child, which had been censored in the

came from all walks of life, from all ethnic and religious
backgrounds, from across Montana and neighboring states.
The matrons’ book documents cases referred by the judi-
cial system, conveyed by relatives or ministers, and occa-
sionally brought by the sisters of the House of the Good
Shepherd, a Catholic institution that moved from central
Helena to Kenwood in 1909. The sisters’ mission, to reha-
bilitate delinquent and wayward girls, closely paralleled
that of the Crittenton Homes but did not extend to expec-
tant mothers. 16

The Helena Crittenton Home was unique to Montana
in its broad acceptance of young women, mothers, and
children, and it was also the only facility in the state that
provided care to young pregnant women. Pregnant resi-
dents paid a twenty-five-dollar maternity fee if they could
afford it, but the home refused no one. Isabella Kirkendall,
the first president of the Helena Florence Crittenton
Home, and secretary Anna Boardman sometimes paid
maternity fees out of their own pockets and often helped
the matron with household chores.

In December 1903 Dr. Kate Barrett came to Montana in
response to Great Falls’s plea for its own Crittenton Home.
Great Falls, like Butte and Anaconda, was at that time a

Crittenton records. Mrs. Dadman, the mother, and her child were the
only residents in June when the census was taken.

14. Each Crittenton Home was autonomous, and the national organi-
zation assumed no financial obligation for its administration.

15. According to Polk directories, the women who served as matrons
between 1900 and 1906 were Mrs. Maria Dadman (1900-1901), Miss
Florence Wiedman (1902), Miss Victoria Vincent (1903), Mrs. Mary C.
Watts (1904), Mrs. Susan Foster (1905), and Mrs. Anna Dugas Barrett
(1906).

16. National Register of Historic Places nomination form for the House
of the Good Shepherd Historic District in Helena, housed at the State
Historic Preservation Office, Helena, Montana; Helena (Mont.) Indepen-
dent Record, August 31,1997.
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Florence Crittenton Home, Helena, Montana
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Florence Crittenton Home Circles formed around the state to assist with referrals from their communities and to raise money

to pay for maternity fees and other expenses. In the early years of the Helena Florence Crittenton Home, Helena’s home circle

organized a Harvest Shower to provide needed household goods; later the annual Silver Tea replaced the fall event. The home
circle members above gathered circa 1950 when the home was located at 22 Jefferson Street.

company town dependent upon the mining industry. Pro-
ponents argued that Great Falls was the “center of a vast
territory not tributary to Helena.” But Dr. Barrett coun-
tered that her organization had all it could do to keep the
Helena home maintained. Besides, she argued, “Our pur-
pose is to place girls who desire to reform where they are
not known and it would not be advisable to place Great
Falls girls in a Great Falls Home.” Dr. Barrett promised to
send an affiliate to help establish a Great Falls Home Cir-
cle. “Such a circle will look out for fallen women . . . who
desire to lead better lives and will enable them to secure
admittance to our Helena home.”!”

17. Helena (Mont.) Semi-Weekly Independent, December 8, 1903.
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Florence Crittenton Home Circles, already active in
Helena and Butte, formed in Great Falls, Anaconda, Miles
City, Billings, Dillon, and other communities across the
state. Membership was open to any woman interested in
the Crittenton Homes. These local circles referred girls
from their communities, and they raised the funds to pay
maternity fees and other expenses. In the early years, the
Helena Home Circle organized a fall Harvest Shower that
provided needed items such as pillows, sheets, blankets,
and towels for the home. Local stores ran sales of these sta-
ples for the event. A Silver Tea later replaced the shower.
Guests arrived at the home for light refreshments; included
on the tea table was a silver bowl to receive monetary dona-
tions. By the 1930s the home circles were raising money to

























