‘de ARre
(Jomen Irish’

Gender, Class, Religious, and Ethnic Identity
in Anaconda, Montana

by Laurie K. Mercier

of other single young Irishwomen who had sought

a better life in the United States. Leaving behind
parents and customary life in County Galway, twenty-
one-year-old Mulkerin headed to Anaconda, Montana,
the copper smelting town where her sister Nora had
immigrated earlier. The thriving industrial commu-
nity twenty-five miles west of Butte offered Irish
immigrant women job opportunities and familiar sur-
roundings, for it was, as one commentator com-
plained, dominated by Irish Catholics and “getting
to be thoroughly ‘Mick’.”

Mulkerin found work at the Gavin House, the
Anaconda Copper Mining Company’s large board-
inghouse on East Park Street. There, she met Tim
Tracy, an Irishman from County Waterford. The two
soon married and adopted Anaconda as their perma-
nent home, becoming United States citizens in 1911.
Once married, Mulkerin quit her job and raised eight
children of her own and seven assorted cousins,
nieces, and nephews. She also participated in com-
munity institutions that she considered essential to
her identity and her family’s welfare, primarily the
Daughters of Erin and St. Peter’s Catholic Church.
Long after her death in 1943, many of Ellen’s chil-
dren and grandchildren remained in the Anaconda
area, an indication that the transplanted Irish had
helped mold the kind of community their children
and grandchildren wanted to live in.2

Ellen Mulkerin’s story parallels the experiences
of many Irishwomen who came to Anaconda at the
turn of the century. Although at first fewer in num-
bers and less visible to chroniclers than Irishmen,
Irishwomen cooperated with other Catholic and work-
ing-class women to shape their community through

I n 1904 Ellen Mulkerin joined thousands

their productive roles, kin and neighbor relationships,
preservation of ethnic traditions, and participation
in institutions such as the Ancient Order of Hiberni-
ans Ladies’ Auxiliary and the Catholic Church. As
they laid a firm foundation for their “New Ireland,”
Irishwomen adapted their cultural heritage to their
particular needs in Anaconda, an isolated commu-
nity dependent on a single industry.

Irishwomen were unique among female immi-
grants who came to the United States in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Unlike other
immigrant women, they comprised more than half of
the Irish who emigrated, and for the most part they
came alone, free to create new lives in a new land.
More women than men emigrated during this period
because the United States offered economic and per-
sonal opportunities—a chance to earn wages, find a
suitable husband, and escape the watchful eyes of
parents, priests, and neighbors—no longer available
to women in post-famine Ireland. Pushed by condi-
tions at home and pulled by letters from relatives
abroad, two-thirds of a million Irishwomen, most
unmarried and under thirty-five years of age, immi-
grated to the United States between 1885 and 1920.3

East Coast cities such as Boston and New York
were the destinations of most female Irish immigrants,
who sought established ethnic communities as well
as economic opportunities. Women had fled hard-
ships in Ireland and were not anxious to embrace the
challenges of raw, new towns farther west. The 1895
Anaconda census, listing almost twice as many Irish-
born men as women, contrasted sharply to general
Irish immigration trends and reflected the prepon-
derance of males in mining and industrial communi-
ties of the nineteenth-century Rocky Mountain West.*
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hen Irish-born Marcus Daly began
building the Anaconda Smelting Works
at Warm Springs Creek in 1883 to process
the rich copper ores from his Butte mines, immi-
grants streamed to the new community in search of
employment. Within fifteen years Anaconda had one
of the largest foreign-born populations in Montana,
fully one-half of its population. Italians, Slavs, and
Scandinavians swelled the town’s numbers, but the
Irish were by far the largest ethnic group. By 1900
more than a quarter of Anaconda’s total population
of 9,500 were either born in the Emerald Isle or had
Irish-born parents, and the Irish comprised 25 per-
cent of the city’s foreign-born through the first half
of the twentieth century.® Their large numbers
offered them better economic, social, and political
security than in most other United States cities where
the Irish were not so large a minority and often faced
discrimination.

Most single Irishwomen migrated to Anaconda
at the encouragement of a relative already settled.
Others followed siblings to eastern urban centers or
western mining camps, where they found employ-
ment and often married before eventually moving
to the smelter town of Anaconda. Margaret and
Edward Kelly, for example, met and married in
the mining town of Leadville, Colorado, and fled
to Anaconda in 1896 after soldiers repressed a strike
at Leadville and threatened their lives. Madeline
McKittrick Heaney’s Irish parents also met in Lead-
ville and later married in Anaconda. Delia Vaughan
left Ireland at eighteen to join two sisters in Pitts-
burgh, where she worked until she met and married
a countryman who was recruited by the Anaconda
Company to work at the Montana smelter in 1919.7

Although excluded from working at the Anaconda
smelter, Irishwomen found plenty of opportunities
in the service sector that housed, fed, and entertained
smelter workers. Help-wanted ads in the Anaconda
Standard illustrate the great demand for female
housekeepers between the 1880s and the 1930s. One
employment agency in 1905 sought twenty “girls for
housework,” and other ads begged for waitresses,
chambermaids, seamstresses, laundry girls, and dish-
washers. Three Irish sisters, Jessie, Kate, and Mary
Crowley, found jobs as chambermaids at Anaconda’s
Montana Hotel in 1895. Domestic jobs paid poorly,
however, and women often sought opportunities to
improve their economic status. Kate Tracy, for ex-
ample, worked at a boardinghouse when she arrived

1. Isabel Tracy McCarthy, Tracy family history, copy in possession of
author; quote by Spencer L. Tripp, correspondence to mother in California,
February 7, 1892, excerpted in Mary Dolan, Anaconda Memorabilia, 1883-
1983 (Missoula, Mont.: Acme Press, 1983), 35.

2. Margaret Tracy McLean, interview by Ada Ewan, May 17, 1989,
Anaconda, Anaconda-Deer Lodge County Historical Society, Anaconda,
Montana (hereafter cited as AHS).
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in Anaconda in 1903 from County Roscommon, but
she soon learned how to sew and hired out as a seam-
stress. Some Irishwomen managed or owned busi-
nesses catering to smelter workers. Lydia McCarty
advertised laundry services out of her home; Jennie
O’Brien owned an inn, the Deer Lodge House; Ellen
Fitzpatrick managed the Commercial Hotel;, and
Maggie Lynch ran the Anaconda Restaurant.?

At the turn of the century occupational choices
for women depended not only on what services the
smelter city required, but also on age, ethnicity, and
marital status. Female immigrants soon found the
same gender segmentation of labor as they had known
in Ireland. Most single young Irishwomen worked
as domestics, and more mature women, particularly
widows, often rented rooms in their homes or ran
boardinghouses. From the 1880s to the 1920s, Annie
McDonald, Annie Lennon, Mary McDaniel, Nellie
Mollene, Mary Morris, Ann McGreevey, and other
Irishwomen dominated the boardinghouse business
and competed for patrons among Anaconda’s tran-
sient, bachelor population.?

For Irish smelter workers, the boardinghouse was
a home-away-from-home, where newcomers reestab-
lished kin and village ties, developed job networks,
and partook of Irish talk and food. Boardinghouse
proprietors, who often sustained newcomers until
they found work, served as entrepreneurs, confidants,
general contractors, and matchmakers for their im-
migrant guests. While they were scrubbing or cook-
ing, many of Anaconda’s unattached Irishwomen met
beaux at one of the town’s many hostels.1

Although marriages to countrymen in Anaconda
reflected Irishwomen’s preferences for Irish tradi-
tions and ties, such arrangements also symbolized a
break from the old country as Irishwomen met
Irishmen from unfamiliar counties, independent of
parental and parish selections. Immigrant marriages
nurtured a growing Irish settlement and insured a
substantial marriage pool for their American-born
children, who continued to influence Anaconda’s
character after 1920 when immigration diminished.

Many Anaconda Irish parents discouraged inter-
marriage among their American-born children until
the 1940s when cultural and social mores were weak-
ened by the urgencies of war. Virginia Cox Tracy
remembered that marrying a non-Irish Catholic
American “was a real taboo.” The Irish community’s

3. Fifty-two percent of Irish immigrants to the United States were fe-
male, as compared to 21 percent of Italian immigrants. Janet Nolan, Our-
selves Alone: Women'’s Emigration from Ireland, 1885-1920 (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1989), 2, 27, 42, 49, 53; Kerby A. Miller,
Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America New
York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 406-13; Hasia R. Diner, Erin’s Daugh-
ters in America: Irish Immigrant Women in the 19th Century (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), 19-20, 34, 42; Robert E. Kennedy, Jr.,
The Irish: Emigration, Marriage, and Fertility (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1973), 16, 82-85.
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With the Anaconda Smelting
Works as a backdrop, two
children pose in 1885 as a

reminder of the rich family life
that thrived amid Montana’s
industrial towns.

emphasis on family life, however, restricted possi-
bilities for Anaconda’s single women who chose not
to marry. Many young women who would not con-
form to Irish codes of proper marriage left Anaconda
to pursue occupational, educational, and other inter-
ests elsewhere.!

For those Irish immigrant women who did marry
and remain in Anaconda, most abandoned wage work
to raise children and grapple domestically with the
downswings and hardships of the smelter economy.
Domestic and economic spheres nonetheless over-
lapped, and Irish working-class women had few “non-
economic” activities. A smelter worker’s income was
not sufficient to support a large household, and like
working-class women in other industrial communi-
ties, Anaconda’s female Irish found ways to help fami-
lies survive.

Married women often earned income by housing
and feeding bachelor smelter workers. Some con-
structed and leased small cabins on the tiny lots be-
hind their houses, while others rented rooms despite
cramped family living space. Kate Tracy rented her
family’s only bedroom to bring in needed income.
Like many Anaconda women, Madeline McKittrick
Heaney’s mother augmented her large family’s diet
by raising chickens and a garden. For twenty-five years,
Delia Vaughan helped a neighbor woman do the laun-
dry of the smelter superintendents in exchange for
groceries at a discount from the woman’s small store.'?

Irishwomen served as general contractors, too,
managing their children’s labor both inside the home

4. Stephen Thernstrom, ed., Harvard Encyclopedia of American Eth-
nic Groups (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1980), 530. See also Diner, Erin’s
Daughters, 65, 126; Timothy Sarbaugh, “Exiles of Confidence: The Irish
American Community of San Francisco, 1880-1920,” in From Paddy to Studs:
Irish-American Communities in the Turn of the Century Era, 1880-1920,
ed. Timothy J. Meagher (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1986), 187;
Patrick J. Blessing, “Paddy: The Image and Reality of Irish Immigrants in
the American Community: A Review Essay,” Journal of American Ethnic
History, 9 (Fall 1989), 117; 1895 Census (handwritten journal), City of Ana-
conda, AHS.

and outside it. Girls assisted with babysitting, clean-
ing, sewing, and cooking, and boys collected bottles,
delivered papers, and cleaned schoolhouses and
churches. Several Irish Americans recalled their
mothers procuring jobs for them and noted the com-
mon practice of contributing wages to the general
household or paying mothers for their room and board
until leaving home.!?

Married women also maintained some economic
autonomy by managing family finances. Delia
Vaughan, for example, received her husband’s pay-
check and then gave him an allowance. With just a
first-grade education, she taught herself to read and
calculate to carefully manage family finances. Isabel
Tracy McCarthy took her husband’s paycheck and
budgeted money to make household purchases and
pay bills. Other women picked up their husbands’
paychecks at the Anaconda Company pay office.™

A revitalized International Union of Mine, Mill
and Smelter Workers (Local #117) negotiated better
pay and benefits after 1934, but before that, smelter
workers’ families faced hardships from smelter shut-
downs, pay cuts, and accidents. Workers often died
young from consumption, an infirmity afflicting those
breathing arsenic, sulfur, and other industrial poi-
sons. Widows, although helped by the community,
received little from the Anaconda Company. They
had to take “anything they could get” in the way of
work, and many widows supported themselves by

5. Ruth Meidl and George P. Wellcome, eds., Anaconda, Montana: A
Century of History, 1883-1983 (Anaconda: n. p., [1983]), 3; Thomas B.
McCarthy, “From West Cork to Butte: The Irish Immigration to Montana,
1860-1900” (master’s thesis, Washington State University, 1987), 93-96;
Bureau of the Census, Twelfth Census of the United States: Population
(1900) (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1901), vol. 1, part
1:table 34, p. 768; for other summaries see Thirteenth Census (1910) (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1913), vol. 2: table 3, p. 1159; Fourteenth Census (1920) (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1922), vol. 3: table 12, p. 586; Fifteenth Census (1930) (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1932), vol. 3, part 2: tables 18-19, pp. 32-33; Sixteenth Census
(1940) (Washington, D.C., 1943), vol. 2, part 4: table 24, p. 524; Seventeenth
Census (1950) (Washington, D.C., 1952), vol. 2, part 26: table 34a, pp. 26-40,
table 42a, pp. 26-62.

31




washing, ironing, cleaning houses, or renting rooms.
Virginia Cox Tracy remembered how her widowed
Irish grandmother divided her house to rent two
rooms. The company, meanwhile, provided only “a
load of wood from the foundry every month” as com-
pensation for her husband’s smelter-related death.'®
Some Irish widows had special skills or enough
money to open small stores or boardinghouses, but
their work usually had to be home-based to care for
children. Women worked long hours, sacrificing fam-
ily and social life. Mary McNelis, who lost two hus-
bands during the 1920s, was a midwife. She could
not always care for her two sons and periodically
placed them in St. Joseph’s Orphanage in Helena.
Her son, Mike McNelis, said her job often kept her
away from home for a week or more. “[She’d] cook
and wash and take care of the woman who had the
baby,” McNelis explained, “and no matter how big
the family was, that was it. Sometimes she’d walk in
where there’d be seven or eight kids, and she’d take
care of them all and see some off to school and change
the [diapers] on the babies.” When Mary Jane Walton’s
father died, her Irish mother supported her children
by washing smelter men'’s clothes and raising chick-
ens. Walton lost her own husband in the 1920s and
cleaned for her family’s room and board until she
used her husband’s $2,000 life insurance payment to
open a store. Women friends helped her clean and
ready the store, and “she started up and she never
looked back,” her daughter, Josephine Weiss Casey,
recalled. “She knew all the old bachelors around here
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and you know she was a young woman . ..and
opened that store when the shift [street]car went down
at 6:00 in the morning and closed it when the last
one came up at 11:20 at night, that’s the kind of
hours [she worked].”'¢

In addition to hardship, the makeup of the indus-
trial community determined women’s economic roles
before and after marriage. Generally, Irish immigrant
women in the United States were less likely than
other immigrant women to hold wage-earning jobs
after marriage. But women of all ethnic backgrounds
had limited opportunities in the single-industry
economy.

Beginning in the 1920s, Anaconda stores and the
Anaconda Company hired single female salesclerks
and stenographers, but married women were denied
such work. After graduating from high school, Delia
Sweeney worked in the corset and shoe departments
of the Copper City Commercial Company, and Mar-
garet Laughlin Kelly obtained a job at Stagg’s Fur-
niture Store. Margaret and Isabel Tracy worked at
Woolworth’s during the 1930s until they each mar-
ried. Despite such retail opportunities, more than
one-third of Anaconda’s working women were still
engaged in domestic service or hotel, restaurant, and
laundry work in 1930. Not until the 1940s, when
married women began to work outside their homes
in war-related and other jobs, did the proportion of
Anaconda women workers increase in clerical, sales,
and professional jobs and decrease in traditional
domestic and service roles.!”
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Raising chickens and maintaining other livestock added to family incomes
in Anaconda in the early twentieth century.
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Although female Irish immigrants sought to im-
prove their economic status by running boarding-
houses, they encouraged their American daughters
to pursue teaching as a way up the economic ladder.
Delia Sweeney remembered that many women by
“hook or by crook” saved money enough to send
their daughters to teacher training college in Dillon.
Virginia Cox Tracy, for instance, taught school in
the early 1940s until she married. The district re-
fused to employ married women, so Tracy worked
at the J. C. Penney store until she was hired to work
at the smelter during the war. By 1960 the school
district had abolished its prohibition against mar-
ried women, and Tracy was rehired to teach.'®

Like many working-class women throughout the
country, Irish and Irish-American women worked
because they had to survive, but they also accepted
the responsibility to contribute what they could to
their community and to the well-being of their
immediate and extended families. Sister Gilmary
Vaughan recalled, for example, how women consis-
tently provided the sustenance to carry people
through hard times. If anybody was sick, she said,
her mother “always sent over some kind of a dinner.
If anyone died . . . dinner was prepared a day before
the funeral, so that the family would be able to eat
together. And this was a thing that many people
did.” Margaret Laughlin Kelly’s mother regularly
helped a young widow with her laundry business
and refused payment for her services. Like many
other Irishwomen, Ellen Mulkerin Tracy took in rela-
tives as part of her obligations to her extended fam-
ily. Isabel Tracy McCarthy said her mother “could
never say no. . .. It seemed like we always had such
a big family there.” Her sister, Margaret Tracy
McLean, remembered their mother’s penchant for
feeding the hungry. “If anybody came by she had
to feed them. They used to mark [our house] I
think . .. when the hoboes would come they knew
where they could get something to eat.”®

Second-generation Anaconda Irish remembered
that many of their parents, particularly mothers, clung
to various traditions associated with “old Eire,” such
as superstitions, fortune-telling, music, and witty
toasts. Some Irishwomen, for example, feared black
cats, insisted that guests leave by the door they en-
tered, and never left a hat on a bed. To ward off evil
spirits after a family member’s death, mothers might
me 5,535 employees at the Anaconda smelter in 1894, 23 percent
were Irish-born. Scandinavians comprised the next largest national group
at 9 percent. Irish dominated certain parts of the smelter, such as the con-
verters and reverbatories. See Anaconda Mining Company, “Statement of
Wages Paid and Employees,” September 1894, Anaconda, Montana, folder
40, box 57, MC 169, Anaconda Copper Mining Company Records (hereafter
ACM), Montana Historical Society (hereafter MHS); “1898 ACM Company
Officials,” Anaconda Company vertical file, AHS; Luke McKeon, interview
by Laurie K. Mercier (hereafter LKM), July 29, 1986, Joe Bolkovatz, inter-

view by LKM, August 12, 1986, and John Philip, interview by LKM, No-
vember 24, 1981, Anaconda, Montana, MHS.

pin a small bag of salt on children’s clothing. Isabel
Tracy McCarthy and her friends visited Irish neigh-
bor women who told fortunes from cards or tea leaves.
Such reminders of and habits from the old world
were rarely sustained by Anaconda’s second-gen-
eration Irish. Daughters seemed to view their moth-
ers’ traditions as quaint superstitions bearing little
relevance to their American lives.?

Perhaps the most valued tradition immigrant
women sought to preserve was “the Irish get-to-
gether.” Socializing among friends and family in
homes or on picnics was a favorite pastime, and vis-
its sometimes included singing Irish songs and danc-
ing jigs. For the most part, conversations were in
English, for few Irish immigrants preserved the Gaelic
language in Anaconda. Sister Gilmary Vaughan re-
called that her parents Delia and Martin Vaughan
spoke Gaelic only when other Irish-speaking friends
visited in their home. “So we never learned the lan-
guage,” she said. “We knew some of it, we could
understand it, and there was always kind of pride
[when they spoke Gaelic]” but the children were not
encouraged to learn it. Isabel Tracy McCarthy be-
lieved that few Irish customs were perpetuated by
her family, except for social visits with other Ana-
conda Irish families where tea was served, Irish ori-
gins discussed, and toasts proposed.?

Much visiting took place within separate female
and male spheres. Men met at bars, ethnic associa-
tions, and union halls, while women gathered at
homes and churches. Virginia Cox Tracy remem-
bered her mother’s visits with friends after mass
when they served cake and played Irish songs on
the piano. Margaret Laughlin Kelly recalled that her
Irish mother and her friends called on one another
during their husbands’ smelter shifts:

They visited with each other all the time. They took
their children with them . .. in the afternoon if they
had afternoon shift. As soon as the husband went
to work they visited. And it seems that the [neigh-
borhood Irish] men had the same shift, they all
worked down in the converters together, this was
the Walshes, the Laughlins, and the Meloys. ... [The
women] never played cards or anything like that
like they do now, just visited, talked about the old
country, and they always had to have their tea and
soda bread.?

7. Robert Kelly, interview by LKM, October 2, 1986, Anaconda, MHS;
Madeline McKittrick Heaney, interview by Ada Ewan, May 22, 1989, Ana-
conda, AHS; Sister Gilmary Vaughan, interview by LKM, July 30, 1986,
Anaconda, MHS.

8. Anaconda Standard, March 31, April 3, 1905, March 17, 1926;
1895 Census; Evans and McMurray, Anaconda City Directory (1896);
Margaret Tracey Walsh, interview by Ada Ewan, May 19, 1989, Anaconda,
AHS.

9. “Earnings of Company Boarding Houses” (1898-1900), folder 7, box
49, MC 169, ACM; Anaconda City Directory (1896); Delia Sweeney, inter-
view by Alice Finnegan, September 30, 1987, Anaconda, AHS.
10. McKeon interview.
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ful in preserving their foodways long after shed-
ding other aspects of ethnic identity, such as lan-
guage and even political loyalties to the old country.
The Irish felt right at home in Montana, where cold
climate and poor transportation limited most fami-
lies to a bland cuisine of meat and potatoes. Some
eating habits and favorite Irish dishes persisted, even
in the most unlikely settings. Stews, for example,
were popular picnic fare because the “old-time Irish”
did not like cold lunches. Margaret Tracy McLean
recalled her mother laboriously preparing a hot stew
to deliver to family at the Washoe picnic grounds.
Madeline Heaney remembered her mother making
Irish soda bread and roasts, and Caithin “Kotch”
Gallagher Francisco recalled traditional Christmas
fare of fish, white sauce, and boiled potatoes. Ameri-
can-born daughters incorporated new foods into their
culinary lexicon, including the popular pasty, the
Cornish meat and potato pie relished by Butte min-
ers and Anaconda smelter men, and many younger
Irish switched from drinking tea, their parents’ fa-
vored refreshment, to coffee, the more ubiquitous
western beverage.®
Anaconda Irishwomen may have intentionally
modified some traditions that interfered with their
American routines. One such casualty was the Irish
wake. Wakes usually were held in the homes of the
deceased and often lasted several days and nights.
Mourners presumedly distracted the widow from grief
by eating, drinking, and eulogizing in her home until
the corpse was taken to the church for services and
to the Mount Carmel Catholic cemetery for burial.
Luke McKeon remembered the special characteris-
tics of Anaconda Irish wakes:

Immigrant groups have been most success-

The Irish funeral was a very long funeral. The body
would be brought home and it would be waked in
the family home for two or three days. .. and around
the clock. The women would be in the . . . parlor or
the living room with the wife and widow and the
men would all be in the kitchen. The beer and the
whiskey and the food would flow rather freely.2

Although men recounted the sometimes-raucous
tradition fondly, women were less enthusiastic about
the vigils. The tradition placed a great deal of strain
on women who, although stricken with grief, were

11. Virginia Cox Tracy, interview by Alice Finnegan, August 31, 1989,
Anaconda, AHS.

12. Mike McNelis, interview by LKM, November 22, 1982, Anaconda,
MHS; Walsh, Vaughan, and Heaney interviews.

13. Ibid.

14. Vaughan interview; Isabel Tracy McCarthy interview by LKM,
October 2, 1986, Anaconda, MHS.

15. Tracy interview.

16. McNelis interview. St. Joseph’s Orphanage was a favorite charity
of the Anaconda Irish. Minutes, October 25, 1933, November 14, 1934,
Anaconda Ancient Order of Hibernians Records, Anaconda AOH (hereafter
AOH); Josephine Weiss Casey, interview by Alice Finnegan, May 18, 1989,
Anaconda, AHS.
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expected to greet visitors and serve food and drink
to men toasting the beloved memory of their kins-
man. Lucy McNelis recalled: “You'd have to set the
table sometimes fifteen times. Even if it was a big
dining room table, you'd set it and set it and set it.
They’d be eating from one o’clock until four o’clock
in the morning, just keep it up all night long. It was
really wearing, too much.” One Anaconda writer com-
mented that by the end of a three-day wake, “the
immediate family was numb, not from grief alone,
but from hard work.”?

Women may have played a central role in the de-
mise of the wake, preferring not to perpetuate a tra-
dition that taxed their stamina. The Finnegan Funeral
Home, which primarily served Catholic families af-
ter it opened for business in 1883, gradually expanded
its facilities to accommodate wakes. “Tiny” Long-
fellow, a local undertaker, believed that moving the
grieving formalities to funeral homes greatly relieved
women of the emotional and physical burden of hav-
ing rowdy visitors in their homes. By the mid-twen-
tieth century, Anaconda wakes had been transformed
into a ceremony where mourners visited the dead at
the funeral home and then gathered at widows’ homes
for a short meal.#

Anaconda’s working-class women were less suc-
cessful in modifying another Irish institution, the
neighborhood pub. The custom of drinking certainly
was not limited to the Irish, and Anaconda’s work-
ing men in general frequented bars lining the Third
Street streetcar route to the smelter. Escaping the
toil of the smelter and responsibilities at home, men
found refuge in local bars. Howard Rosenleaf ex-
plained that Anaconda’s working-class “drank be-
cause they had to, not because they wanted to....
We lived under the fallacy that you work hard, you
play hard, and you drink hard.” Mike McNelis con-
tended that the Irish maintained the saloons’ pros-
perity: “If it weren't for the Irish all them birds would
have been ‘up spot’ a long time ago.”#

Viewed as harmless socializing by many men,
women generally equated after-shift stops at tav-
erns as a perilous drain on family income, especially
considering the expensive Anaconda custom of
buying drinks for the house. Temperance move-
ments were ineffective, and even during Prohibition,
Anaconda’s bars were reportedly “wide-open” and

17. Maxine S. Seller, “Beyond the Stereotype: A New Look at the Immi-
grant Woman, 1880-1924,” Journal of Ethnic Studies, 3 (Spring 1975), 62;
Diner, Evin’s Daughters, 27; Sweeney, McLean, and McCarthy interviews;
Margaret Laughlin Kelly, interview by Alice Finnegan, July 7, 1987, Ana-
conda, MHS; Fifteenth Census (1930), vol. 3, part 2: table 20, p. 34; Sixteenth
Census (1940), vol. 2, part 4: table 33, p. 110; Seventeenth Census (1950), vol.
2, part 36: table 35, p. 264.

18. Diner, Erin’s Daughters, 96. Sweeney and Tracy interviews.

19. Vaughan, McCarthy, and McLean interviews.

20. James H. Dorman, “Ethnic Groups and ‘Ethnicity’: Some Theoreti-
cal Considerations,” Journal of Ethnic Studies, 7 (Winter 1980), 28; Nolan,
Ourselves Alone, 3; McKeon and McCarthy interviews.




MHS Photograph Archives, Helena

The numerous bars in Anaconda—Ilike the P & P Saloon, 622 East Third Street—
reflected the strong drinking culture of the industrial town.

flourishing. Men stubbornly resisted efforts to
restrict their revered drinking culture. To them,
bars represented one of the few arenas in which they
could release frustrations and relax with compatible
company, but many Irishwomen resented their in-
ability to regulate this aspect of family life. Women
countered by trying to control their husbands’ pay-
checks and by sending their children to bars to fetch
fathers after shifts ended. Women failed to curb drink-
ing, but they did change the nature of the all-male
preserve during the 1940s, when more women began
frequenting Anaconda taverns.?

Anaconda’s Irish community undoubtedly found
its greatest ethnic cohesion in local chapters of the
Ancient Order of Hibernians (AOH) and the AOH
Ladies’ Auxiliary. Within these groups, men and
women worked together to support projects of mu-
tual concern and separately pursued issues of inter-
est to each. In 1885, one year after the opening of the
Anaconda Reduction Works, Irish men formed a
chapter of the Hibernians. The Daughters of Erin
formally established its Anaconda association the
following year, just two years after the national AOH
Ladies’ Auxiliary organized. The Anaconda Stan-

21. Vaughan and McCarthy interviews. On Butte’s Irish abandoning
Gaelic see McCarthy, “From West Cork to Butte,” 103-4.

22. Tracy and Kelly interviews.

23. Heaney and McLean interviews; Caithin “Kotch” Gallagher Fran-
cisco interview by LKM, March 20, 1991, Anaconda, notes in author’s pos-
session.

24. McKeon interview.

25. Lucy McNelis quoted in McNelis interview; Bob Vine, Anaconda
Memories, 1883-1983 (Butte, Mont.: Artcraft Printers, 1983), 23.

26. Arthur A. “Tiny” Longfellow, interview by LKM, October 2, 1986,
Anaconda, MHS.

dard reported that the women’s society probably
would become the largest in the state with forty-five
“enthusiastic” charter members. Women joined the
AOH Ladies’ Auxiliary for the same reasons men
joined the AOH: to promote their Irish heritage and
a free Ireland, to “bind closer together Irishmen and
Irishwomen,” to provide sick and funeral benefits to
members, to support the Catholic Church, and to af-
ford a social outlet. The social dimension may have
been the most attractive to Anaconda women, who
had few formal opportunities to socialize.?

The men’s and women’s groups often had con-
trasting agendas. Male Hibernians expressed much
more concern about political struggles in Ireland than
their female counterparts, but they also attended to
community needs. For example, the Anaconda AOH
frequently pledged financial support to widows and
orphans, whether they were survivors of executed
rebels in the Emerald Isle or of deceased smelter
workers in Anaconda.® Apparently less fervent na-
tionalists, Anaconda Irishwomen were beset with
their own struggles and appeared more interested in
visiting and planning fund-raisers for their associa-
tion, church, and members in need than in pursuing
a liberated Ireland. The AOH Auxiliary’s almost

27. Howard Rosenleaf, interview by LKM, July 29, 1986, MHS; Mike
McNelis, interview transcript, (n.d.), p. 2, courtesy of interviewer Alice
Finnegan, Anaconda.

28. See also Meagher, From Paddy to Studs, 10.

29. Anaconda Standard, May 17, 1896, March 18, 1899. The AOH was
founded as a fraternal organization of Catholics of Irish birth in 1836 in
New York City, but its roots began in Ireland in the seventeenth century.
Michael F. Funchion, ed., Irish American Voluntary Organizations (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983), 50, 57.

30. AOH Minutes, May 10, 1916, AOH.
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single-minded devotion to local concerns reflected
its community-building motives and its determina-
tion to look forward. The Irishwomen were more eager
immigrants and, unlike many of their male comrades,
did not view their stay as temporary exile.3!

The Ladies’ Auxiliary and the AOH frequently
collaborated on projects, such as sponsoring the an-
nual St. Patrick’s Day festivities, installing officers,
and attending state conventions together. Even
though men often heaped patronizing praise on their
female compatriots, evidence suggests that male
Hibernians understood that Irishwomen’s coopera-
tion and contributions were essential to their commu-
nity. Joint ventures between the two groups indicate
that Irish women were not content to create a separate
sphere for addressing women’s concerns but worked
with men to stimulate a vital ethnic community.3

Finances were a persistent problem for female
Hibernians who depended on dues and fund-raisers
to pay for members’ insurance, masses and funerals,
AOH Hall rental, and gifts to local nuns and commu-
nity members in need. The AOH Ladies’ Auxiliary
often had to depend on the largesse of its male coun-
terpart, an indication of women’s economic depen-
dence in public as well as private life. The AOH in
1920 received one dollar from the women’s group for
fuel used in the AOH Hall for a card party, and the
men decided to return the dollar to the Auxiliary.
Later that year, the AOH bought fifty tickets for an
AOH Auxiliary card party then returned the tickets,
a generous offer that gave the Daughters of Erin a
chance to profit twice from the same tickets, but also
symbolized the women’s dependence on the men. The
auxiliary, of course, repaid AOH generosity many-
fold through its assistance with organizing and pre-
paring AOH/Ladies’ Auxiliary functions.®

St. Patrick’s Day festivities marked an important
annual observance for Anaconda’s Irish community.
Beginning in the 1880s and continuing to the present,
the unbroken ritual that linked ethnic and religious
heritage featured the AOH and auxiliary procession
to St. Paul’s or St. Peter’s Church, early morning mass,
a parade, evening entertainment, and dance. Although
the AOH typically financed, publicized, and took
credit for the affair, women organized and performed
at the events. One woman remembered that early St.
Patrick’s Days in Anaconda had more of a family,
historical, and religious focus than later commemo-

31. Catherine Dowling, “Irish-American Nationalism in Butte, 1900-1916,”
Montana The Magazine of Western History, 39 (Spring 1989), 59.

32 Anaconda Standard, May 27, 1896; AOH Minutes, January 12, 1916,
AOH; AOH Division Number One, Anaconda-Deer Lodge County, calen-
dars 1982-1988, vertical files, AHS.

33. Account register of the AOH Ladies’ Auxiliary, n.d. (c. 1900), AOH
Ladies Auxiliary Records, 1900-1908, SC 1528, MHS; AOH Minutes, March
10, August 25, 1920, AOH.

34. Anaconda Standard, March 17, 1902, March 17, 1903, March 18,
1932; Francisco interview.
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rations. As late as the 1940s children wore St. Patrick’s
medals instead of green and accompanied parents to
church and AOH festivities.*

Irish immigration declined after 1920 when eco-
nomic conditions improved in Ireland, and the United
States lost its appeal because of restrictive immigra-
tion legislation and increased competition for jobs.*
As Anaconda’s Irish-born population declined to just
3 percent of the town’s population (one-quarter of
the total foreign-born) by 1950, St. Patrick’s Day lost
much of its nationalistic, emotional, and even spiri-
tual content. But the persistence of March 17 obser-
vances underscored Anaconda’s significant Irish-
Catholic heritage. By the 1960s, when Anaconda
boasted Montana’s only AOH chapter, even the more
numerous Butte Irish traveled to the smelter town
for St. Patrick’s Day activities. No longer a celebra-
tion solely for the town’s Irish, commemorations in
Anaconda became community-wide events, signify-
ing among Irish Americans a greater sense of secu-
rity and an eagerness to display ethnic pride.®

While middle-class women dominated most Ana-
conda women'’s groups, the AOH Auxiliary attracted
working-class women. In the early 1920s, most of
the organization’s 230 members lived east of Main
Street in the working-class district frequently referred
toas “Goosetown.” Although initiation fees (one dollar
until 1990) and dues (fifty cents a month) made it
possible for many working-class women to join, many
Irishwomen had neither the money nor the time to
participate.

Virginia Cox Tracy’s grandmother struggled to
make a living selling produce, eggs, and butter after
her husband died from consumption in 1915. “She
wasn’t really reclusive,” Tracy said, “but she was
too busy just surviving.” Mike McNelis recalled the
hardships faced by the town’s many boardinghouse
operators, who regularly worked sixteen- or eigh-
teen-hour days: “By the time you fix seven or eight
lunch buckets and you fix breakfast for seven or
eight guys, and you cook supper for them guys com-
ing in with an appetite like a horse for supper, why,
you didn’t have much time for socializing.”” Maggie
Morris McGeever saved every penny to pay for in-
terest and fuel for her boardinghouse, and “didn’t
have money for social things.” Margaret Laughlin
Kelly believed that most Irishwomen were “at-home
people” instead of “joiners,” and she believed that

35. By 1920 Americans born of Irish parents outnumbered the Irish-
born by more than three to one. Thernstrom, ed., Harvard Encyclopedia,
540. With fewer Irish-born, Anaconda Hibernians extended membership to
Irish Americans in the 1950s.

36. Seventeenth Census (1950), vol. 2, part 26: table 34a, pp. 26-40; Ana-
conda Leader, September 11, 1985; (Butte) Montana Standard, March 15,
1964; Francisco interview.

37.  Account book, 1922-1924, AOH Ladies’ Auxiliary records, 1912-1928,
courtesy of Caithin “Kotch” Gallagher Francisco, Anaconda; Tracy and
McNelis (MHS) interviews.
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Anaconda’s two parishes,
represented by St. Peter’s

Church and school (right)

and St. Paul’'s Church (below),
split the community’s Irish along
economic and neighborhood lines.

most who were active in the AOH Auxiliary partici-
pated before they bore children or after their children
were grown.*

Although the Catholic Church was the most im-
portant cultural institution for Anaconda’s Irish-
women, it diluted Irish bonds. Just as the smelter and
its neighborhoods were sites of interethnic mingling,
so too did different Catholic ethnic groups meet at
church and parochial school. Despite the Catholic
hierarchy’s support of ethnic parishes and Irish domi-
nation of the national and Montana clergy, religion
and class intersected in Anaconda, and its two par-
ishes split Irish along economic and neighborhood
lines.*

Because Irish Americans controlled the American
Catholic Church, their kin in Anaconda profoundly
influenced the smelter community’s parishes. At its
inauguration in 1888, St. Paul’s Catholic Church—St.

38. Sweeney and Kelly interviews.

39. Miller, Emugrants and Exiles, 526, 532; Meagher, From Paddy to
Studs, 187; Thernstrom, ed., Harvard Encyclopedia, 535.

40. St. Paul's Catholic Church, “Nearly a Century of Service .. . St. Paul’s
Church, Anaconda, Montana, 1888-1980," p. 2, pamphlet, Churches vertical
file, AHS; Raymond A. Mohl, “The Immigrant Church in Gary, Indiana: Reli-
gious Adjustment and Cultural Defense,” Ethnicity, 8 (March 1981), 1-17.

41. Anaconda Weekly Review, March 22, 1888; Anaconda Standard, May
3, 1888, October 4, 1906

Patrick’s on early town maps—
already boasted one thousand
communicants. Like larger east-
ern cities, Anaconda soon sup-
ported distinct ethnic parishes.
Responding to the Irish dom-
ination of St. Paul’s Church,
Slavic immigrants constructed
St. Peter’s “Austrian” Catholic
Church in 1897 on the town’s east
side. Croatian residents were St.
Peter’s first trustees, and two
Slavic priests, Fathers Solnce and
Pirnat, ministered to the parish-
ioners for many decades. But Anaconda was too small
and its working-class housing too limited to segre-
gate ethnic groups for long, and many Irish claimed
St. Peter’s as theirs, too. While St. Peter’s in the
Goosetown neighborhood drew from the poorer la-
boring families, St. Paul’s catered to the more up-
wardly mobile “two-bathroom” Irish living west of
Main Street.* Anaconda'’s Irish leaders tried to blunt
class and neighborhood differences among their eth-
nic community by rotating St. Patrick’s Day services
between St. Paul’s and St. Peter’s.

Female parishioners volunteered for their churches
because they thought them essential to community
life. As early as 1888, the Ladies of the Catholic Church
were raising money for a new church by selling raffle
tickets for a gold watch. That same year organizers
and “an enthusiastic corps of lady assistants” planned

42. Meidl and Wellcome, Anaconda, Montana, 45.

43. Anaconda City Directory, 1909, 1912, 1918, 1925.

44. See, for example, reports on Catholic sermons in Anaconda Stan-
dard, March 18, 1902, and March 18, 1915.

45.  On the influence of Irish-American mothers, see Andrew M. Greeley,
The Irish Americans: The Rise to Money and Power (New York: Harper &
Row, 1981), 125; Marjorie R. Fallows, Irish Americans: Identity and Assimi-
lation (Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: Prentice-Hall, 1979), 108. On family life see
Donna Gabaccia, “Immigrant Women: Nowhere at Home?" Journal of
American Ethnic History, 10 (Summer 1991), 68-71.
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