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AL SWEARINGEN AND THE GEM VARIETY THEATER

THE GEM VARIETY THEATER WAS OVERFLOWING WITH CURIOUS CLIENtele, all there to see eight-year-old performer Mary A. McDonald, better known as Baby McDonald. It was the summer of 1877, and the popular, diminutive star was sharing the stage with her father, James, the originator of skate and pedestal dancing. Miners, business owners, their families, ladies, and children filled every available seat. The audience erupted in applause when the talent alighted from the wings to begin their act.1

Al Swearingen, the owner of the theater, a short, husky, fiendish-looking man with greasy black hair and a black slicked-down mustache, watched the excitement unfold from behind a nearby bar. His taurine eyes glittered at the sight of the number of people in his establishment. A sold-out crowd meant a substantial profit for the evening. Baby McDonald was a great draw, and the amusement-loving people of the Black Hills responded liberally to the petite attraction.2

Given the variety of ticket buyers enjoying the show, a passerby might believe there was nothing objectional about the Gem. Like Swearingen, in which the only agreeable thing about him was the tailor-made, three-piece suits he wore, the least offensive activity at the theater was the innocent song and dance routine presented by the little girl on stage.

The second floor of the building was reserved for Swearingen’s stable of prostitutes. Men from every occupation visited the women who worked there. Some of those women were willing participants, and others were lured into the trade, having traveled to the Black Hills on the pretense of being an actress at the Gem Variety Theater. Swearingen frequently
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visited major East Coast locations looking for female entertainers. Aspiring actresses, singers, and dancers enthusiastically responded to the call; when they arrived in Deadwood, they learned there were no jobs performing on stage. Void of prospects and lacking the funds to return home, the desperate women succumbed to working for Swearingen in his brothel.3

Born in Mahaska, Iowa, on July 8, 1845, entrepreneur Ellis Alfred Swearingen arrived in Deadwood in May 1876 with his wife, Nettie, and an unnamed young man. The trio had relocated from Custer City in the Dakota Territory when news that gold had been discovered. Swearingen had operated a house of ill repute in Custer City with fourteen prostitutes in his employ. Two of those professionals were his wife and the man who accompanied him to Deadwood Gulch. Before investing in the Gem, Swearingen opened the Cricket Saloon. The Cricket was a small-scale tavern where nightly boxing matches were held. By April 1877, he had sold the saloon and opened the Gem Variety Theater.4
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Before hiring a stable of women to work in his upstairs bordello, Swearingen’s wife and the man who traveled with them to town kept company with the paying customers. Nettie floated about the saloon introducing herself to the patrons. Her coworker, dressed in women’s clothing and wearing a wig, served drinks. Both helped provide the funds to pay respectable acts to perform on the spacious stage sandwiched between the bar and a row of curtained boxes. Those boxes, which were essentially small rooms, were used by struggling dancers to spend time with the most prosperous Black Hills patrons.5

From the start, the Gem was one of the most popular enterprises in the region. “Al Swearingen is doing a driving business at his new Variety Theater,” an article in the April 21, 1877, edition of the Black Hills Weekly Pioneer informed the public. “Delighted audiences assemble there nightly with the minstrel music, ballad singing, banjo playing, bone rattling, tambo whacking, comic acts, numerous scenes, sketches, refrains, droll doings, and diversions that make up a first-class variety performance.” In addition to the well-known talent regularly performing at the establishment, Swearingen hosted grand masquerade balls at the theater. Residents flocked to the business that, on the surface, appeared above reproach.6

Swearingen was gracious and inviting to the legitimate entertainers who played his theater and who attracted large audiences, but he wasn’t as generous to the moneymakers who were soiled doves. He wasn’t opposed to verbally abusing or assaulting them. He encouraged customers to do the same if the women got out of line. When Swearingen wasn’t available to take a heavy-handed approach with the prostitutes, he left the job to two men he hired to manage his affairs. Both Dan Dority, the general manager of the Gem, and Johnny Burns, placed in charge of the sporting girls, beat the women whenever they felt it was necessary. Other employees of Swearingen’s, such as Edward Trimpy, were given permission to punch and kick the prostitutes as well. Trimpy became so accustomed to the women at the Gem cowering and not fighting back he assumed women of ill repute everywhere would respond the same. In late December 1877, a soiled dove named Kitty “Tricks” Sparrow stood up to Swearingen’s hired hand. It happened at nine in the morning at the Pearl Saloon on Main Street. Trimpy was getting ready to return to the Gem after spending the evening with Kitty when she accused him of stealing a ten dollar bill from her. He denied the charge and threatened to “bang” her if she repeated it. Kitty informed him that he “wasn’t going to bang anyone.” She then stepped behind the bar and removed a pistol hidden under the counter and leveled it at him. Outraged, Trimpy raced around the counter to take the weapon from her. She shot him before he got to her. The bullet struck the man in the right cheek near the nose. It passed through the back of his head where it then lodged.7

Trimpy fell to the ground and was quickly carried to his room in the rear of the Gem. A doctor was called to the scene but was unable to remove the bullet from the injured man’s head. Trimpy died shortly after the examination. Kitty was taken into custody and charged with murder. She was upset Trimpy had died but did not regret her actions.8

Trimpy’s brutal demise did not prompt Swearingen to curtail the harsh treatment of the women in his hire. The prostitutes who dared defy his orders often sported black eyes or bruises on their necks and arms. The women were made to fulfill their jobs if they were physically able to do so. Among the duties the soiled doves were to perform once they enticed men into the saloon was to persuade the men to have a drink and spin them around the dance floor. Customers were charged ten cents for a dance, twenty cents for a beer, and one dollar for a bottle of wine.9

The appalling way Al Swearingen treated the harlots who worked for him did not go unnoticed by the caring men and women of Deadwood. John S. McClintock, an early pioneer of the Black Hills who knew Swearingen and the Gem, likened the soiled doves to white slaves. He described them as a “motley crew of ungainly features and uncertain ages” and added that “those who failed to measure up to his [Swearingen] requirements as classy attractions were peremptorily discarded and put out, if not forcibly kicked out, on the streets to take refuge in brothels or other places where the management was not wholly devoid of all sense of human feeling.”10

Some of the women in Swearingen’s stable chose to take their own lives rather than continue in the situation they found themselves. John McClintock wrote about one of those women in his book Pioneer Days in the Black Hills. She was a teenager living in the East who answered an ad for a singer at the Gem. Upon meeting the young woman on one of his East Coast trips, Swearingen quickly surmised she lacked the financial means to pursue her career. He purchased a ticket on a stage to transport her to Deadwood where she believed she would eventually be the main act at the Gem Variety Theater. One of the first nights working at the business as a dancer, Swearingen demanded she entertain a few men in one of the curtained boxes next to the stage. The naïve woman was strong-armed into drinking champagne and ended up getting drunk and passing out. She awoke the next morning mortified over the fact that the men had taken advantage of her. She shot herself the following day.11

During Swearingen’s career as a brothel owner in Deadwood, he seldom had occasion to answer for his crimes against women, but he was arrested for brawling with men. On August 18, 1877, he was taken into custody for “assault and battery.” Swearingen and a saloon patron tussled over the price of a shot of whiskey. Swearingen insisted the customer owed $1.50 for the drink he’d been served, but the man refused to pay. Blows were exchanged and law enforcement had to step in to settle the matter.12

Swearingen again ran afoul of the law for his harsh treatment of a patron in the summer of 1878. Thomas Clark, a miner employed at the Old Abe Mine, spent the evening of Monday, June 24, at the Gem Variety Theater drinking and visiting with women on the second floor. It was late when he returned to the bar and decided to have a few drinks. The more he drank the more abusive he became with the other customers. Swearingen confronted Clark and two began throwing punches, with Swearingen getting the best of the drunk. Clark was battered and bruised when he was tossed out of the theater. Furious, he hurried to get a gun; once he’d acquired a pistol, he marched back into the Gem. The inebriated man warned Swearingen he was armed and told the brothel owner to strap a gun on and meet him outside. Before Clark reached the door, Swearingen stopped him and severely beat him around the face and head with his fists. Swearingen was later arrested for assault, but then released on a $250 bond.13

Swearingen’s abusive practices came close to his losing the Gem Variety Theater in October 1877 when he was sued by a miner he’d physically beaten while the two were playing cards. The business owner was ordered to pay the victim more than $500, but Swearingen refused. To satisfy the debt, the sheriff ordered the theater sold at an auction in January 1878. Swearingen ultimately paid the amount owed, maintaining ownership of the notorious establishment and the prostitutes who worked for him.14

Historians note that early in Swearingen’s career as the proprietor of a brothel, two infamous ladies did business for him. Calamity Jane (Martha Jane Canary) and Kitty Alton (Arnold), both known for dressing like men and carrying guns, were among the stable of women employed at the Gem. Unlike the many broken souls intimidated into staying with Swearingen, Kitty and Calamity broke away. Kitty opened her own bordello in Lead, South Dakota, three miles southwest of Deadwood. Her business did well, and she invested some of the profits in various mining companies. Those investments paid off handsomely, and she purchased a ranch outside Custer City. She later married and had children. Calamity left Swearingen’s employ to pursue her own interests, namely gambling, traveling occasionally with the army, and driving a stage.15

Swearingen’s wife, Nettie, eventually left the Gem too. Weary of her husband’s violent outbursts, which generally resulted in her getting beaten, she decided to take the matter to the authorities. On December 17, 1879, Nettie swore out a warrant for abuse against her husband. According to an article in the Daily Deadwood Pioneer Times, both her eyes were black and her face “pounded almost into jelly” when she brought her petition to the court. Swearingen was arrested, fined $50, and put under a $500 bond to keep peace for a year. The pair divorced shortly after Nettie’s complaint was made public.16
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During the first three years of the Gem Variety Theater’s existence, there was no shortage of newspaper articles describing the violence that took place at the establishment. Whether it was a prostitute taking her own life, miners shooting one another, or the owner of the business assaulting women or drunks, the Gem had a reputation for being a “defiler of youth and a destroyer of home ties.” There were instances of violence even among the entertainers hired to perform. Irish dancer Kitty LeRoy accepted Al Swearingen’s invitation to appear at the theater in May 1877. She attracted a fair share of attention with her gypsylike costumes, spectacular diamond earrings, and vivacious personality on stage. She was so well-received by the residents of Deadwood that other establishments hired her to work for them when she wasn’t dancing at the Gem. During Kitty’s seven-month stay in Deadwood, enamored miners competed for her attention, but none held her interest. It wasn’t until she met the card sharp Sam Curley that the thought of spending an extended period of time with one special person seemed appealing.17

Thirty-five-years-old, Sam Curley was a card sharp with a reputation as a peaceful man who felt more at home behind a poker table than anywhere else. Kitty and Sam had a lot in common, and their mutual attraction blossomed into a proposal of marriage. On June 10, 1877, the pair exchanged vows at the Gem on the same stage where Kitty performed. Unbeknownst to the cheering onlookers and the groom, however, Kitty was already married. Her first husband lived in Bay City, Michigan, with their son who had been born in 1872. Bored with the trappings of a traditional home life, Kitty had abandoned the pair to travel the West.18 When Sam learned that he was married to a bigamist, he was upset. The newlyweds quarreled, and Sam left Deadwood and headed to Colorado.

Perhaps it was because she was distraught over the abrupt departure of her current husband, but Kitty’s congenial personality suddenly turned cold and unfriendly. Distrusting of patrons, she began carrying six-shooters in her skirt pockets and a knife in the folds of the deep curls of her hair. She moved from Deadwood to Central City, where she ran a saloon. Because she was always heavily armed, she was able to keep the wild residents who frequented her establishment under control.19

Restless and unable to get beyond Sam’s absence, Kitty returned to Deadwood and opened a combination brothel and gambling parlor. She called her place The Mine and enticed many miners to her faro table where she quickly relieved them of their gold dust. On one particularly profitable evening she raked in more than $8,000.20

Kitty’s profession and seductive manner of dress sparked rumors that she had many lovers and had been married five times. Kitty never denied the rumors and even added to them by boasting that she had been courted by hundreds of eligible bachelors and “lost track of the numbers of times men had proposed” to her. Because she always carried a variety of weapons on her, rumors also abounded that she had shot or stabbed more than a dozen gamblers for cheating at cards. She never denied those tales, either.21

By the fall of 1877, the torch Kitty carried for Sam was temporarily extinguished by a former lover. The two spent many nights at another establishment in town known as the Lone Star Saloon and eventually moved in together.22 News of Kitty’s romantic involvement reached a miserable Sam who had established a faro game at a posh saloon in Cheyenne, Wyoming. Sam was furious about being replaced and immediately purchased a ticket back to Deadwood. Hoping to catch Kitty alone with her lover, he disguised his looks and changed his name.23

When Sam arrived in town on December 6, 1877, he couldn’t bring himself to face the pair in person. He sent a message to Kitty’s paramour to meet with him instead, but the man refused. In a fit of rage, Sam told one of the Lone Star Saloon’s employees that he intended to kill his unfaithful wife and then himself.24

Frustrated and desperate, Sam sent a note to Kitty pleading with her to meet him at the Lone Star Saloon. She reluctantly agreed. Not long after Kitty ascended the stairs of the tavern, patrons heard her scream, followed by the sounds of two gunshots.25

A reporter for the Black Hills Weekly Times visited the scene of the murder-suicide the morning after the event occurred. “The bodies were dressed and lying side by side in the room of death,” he later wrote in an article for the newspaper. “Suspended upon the wall, a pretty picture of Kitty, taken when the bloom and vigor of youth gazed down upon the tenements of clay, as if to enable the visitor to contrast a happy past with a most wretched present. The pool of blood rested upon the floor; blood stains were upon the door and walls…. The cause of the tragedy may be summed up in a few words; aye, in one, ‘jealousy.’”26

The headline of the September 26, 1879, edition of the Press and Daily Dakotaian announced that Deadwood was in ashes. A fire that started by an oil lantern at the Star Bakery in town at 2:20 in the morning burned everything of value. The Gem Variety Theater was one of more than three hundred buildings destroyed. Three months prior to the fires, Swearingen had invested in renovating the business and held a grand reopening featuring a myriad of entertainers from Illinois.27

“The Gem, which has been thoroughly renovated, and fitted up next to a new pin, was crowded to its fullest capacity until an early hour this morning by a delighted audience,” the June 27, 1879, edition of the Black Hills Daily Times read.


The performance was vastly superior to any variety entertainment ever before given in Deadwood. The selection of songs was all new and good, the jokes were new, the dancing was way-up, new stage scenery, in fact everything is different there now from what we have been accustomed to look upon at our variety theatres heretofore, and if Manager Swearingen does not succeed with his present company, then good-bye to the variety business in the metropolis.28



On October 5, 1879, Swearingen welcomed construction workers to the property to begin rebuilding after the fire. The new theater would be thirty by one hundred feet in dimension with exterior walls twenty-four feet high. Swearingen wanted the structure completed as quickly as money and men could manage. His goal was to have the finest theater building ever erected in Deadwood. By Christmas 1879, patrons were flooding back into the spacious and pristine Gem.29 The grand reopening of the business took place on New Year’s Eve. According to a reporter at the Weekly Pioneer Times, the “private boxes and galleries overflowed with the crowd.” The reporter also noted that female guests in attendance were dressed in magnificent costumes and wore fine jewelry. The men who escorted the elegantly adorned ladies wore fine suits with high colored shirts and
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AFTERWORD

WHEN THE BROTHEL KNOWN AS THE BEIGE DOOR REOPENED IN DEADwood in the summer of 2020, patrons followed a tour guide, instead of a prostitute, into each bedroom. The Deadwood Historic Preservation Commission, the Main Street Initiative Committee, and Deadwood History, Inc. (DHI) developed the idea of opening the only brothel tour in the Black Hills in 2017. DHI, which oversees the museum where the Shasta Rooms/Beige Door once was, and is now known as The Brothel Deadwood, is a nonprofit organization. They are also in charge of four other properties in Deadwood: the Adams Museum, the Days of ’76 Museum, the Historic Adams House, and the Homestake Adams Research and Cultural Center. Prior to moving forward with the unique way of recognizing the bawdy history of the town’s busy red-light district, the staff at DHI presented the idea to the community to determine the interest in the project. Most of the residents were in favor of the venture.

Nugget, LLC is the owner of the building where The Brothel Deadwood is located. The company managed and financed the rehabilitation work done on the second floor of the structure where the soiled doves conducted business. Federal authorities raided the notorious brothel location and three others like it in May 1980. More than a dozen women were arrested at that time and charged with practicing the world’s oldest profession. A judge subsequently ordered the brothels permanently shut down.

Carolyn Weber, executive director of DHI and several staff members at the organization devoted countless hours to researching the details of the business to create a setting that correctly depicts life in the brothel. The rooms are curated with a variety of period-appropriate furnishings that reflect the 104-year history of prostitution in Deadwood.

According to Weber, “The Brothel Deadwood has had a steady flow of visitors since the tour opened.” She explained that people aren’t surprised to know that prostitution was widespread in the early days of Deadwood’s founding but are taken aback to learn that as many as eight women per brothel worked in the trade until 1980. “They made a good living because of the location of their businesses,” Weber shared. “There were men from all walks of life in the Black Hills for many decades. There were miners, ranchers, loggers, railroaders, military. Women saw an opportunity to meet the needs of the men in the region, capitalized on it, and some of them profited substantially.”

Laws against prostitution in South Dakota were on the books for decades before authorities finally shut the trade down in Deadwood. Citizens there knew the business existed, but few talked about it in polite company. It was “an open secret.” The Brothel Deadwood pays homage to that open secret.

The Brothel Deadwood is located at 610 Main Street in Deadwood, South Dakota. For more information phone (605) 559-0231 or visit deadwoodhistory.com and deadwoodbrothel.com.
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