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The Corrupting and Decadent Sex Trade Industry of Butte, Montana


The subject of commemorating historical prostitution, much less acknowledging its existence, scarcely enters into American public dialog. 

 

Sentimentality and nostalgia are notably missing. The sex industry sustains its rooting system amidst the barest strata of topsoil. Prostitution has historically represented the meanest and basest levels of human experience. The shadows from human collateral damage are immeasurable.


Ironic and somehow appropriate, Butte was once acknowledged globally as a magnet for this stark and severe commerce. The city seemed atypical from western lore. It was never identified with traditional cowboy culture. In an observation offered by hometown raised Evil Knievel, the community was a gritty environment, more recognizant of the Pennsylvania steel region than a frontier settlement. 


Knieval, a trailblazing twentieth century promoter and motorcycle daredevil, summarized his hometown in an autobiography: The charm of Butte always was the fact that there was no charm.


Life in Butte was grueling and relentless. Residents were flinty tough and illusions obscured. A complete absence of pretense is endearing to those appreciating plainspoken candor. Butte was ideal for individuals rejecting conformity and society’s dictated morality. Existence within a mining community was harsh, rigorous and stripped of idealism. Survival or departure became the two alternatives. Transience in such an environment was commonplace and well suited towards drifters, alienated souls and individuals with meager prospects.


Copper mining dominated the Butte economy and controlled the politics of the community. Today, additional minerals are mined including zinc, manganese, lead, silver and gold. The extraction process has changed substantially since the days of treacherous underground shafts. Hillsides are methodically stripped in layers and sometimes with hydraulic pumping. Risk and danger have not been completely eradicated. The threatened base has broadened.


In 1982, the Berkeley Pit, an enormous open cavity copper mine was permanently closed. Groundwater from surrounding aquifers began to slowly accumulate and seep into the crater. These waters are highly acidic and laced with toxic heavy metals and chemicals. The concentration has been classified as an environmental hazard. The ongoing cleanup is currently a federal Superfund site. The poisonous brew threatens to become a more extensive disaster.


The seepage has been estimated to eventually intermingle into the region’s natural water table within potentially three years. These catastrophic consequences may include polluting the local groundwater sources and particularly the Silver Bow Creek. The creek feeds into the headwaters of the statewide Clark Fork River. 


This irresponsible phenomenon leaves the region in a state of suspended environmental danger. Yet the threat has generated only marginal media alarm. Scanning the mile and a half wide Berkeley Pit and colorful liquid filled crater from a viewing platform is the most popular local visitor attraction.


Downtown and Uptown Butte remains a frigid snapshot from the past.


Prominent nineteenth and early twentieth century architecture constitute the nucleus of the historical district. Modernity has scarcely made intrusion. This sanitized heritage is outwardly hallowed and touristically promoted. The facade is an illusionary attraction. Besides copper mining, Butte was most renowned in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century for its sex trade industry.


Viewing the vestiges of the current city, it is difficult to imagine that it was once one of the largest populated Rocky Mountain communities. The population peaked at 60,000 in 1920. It is currently half that level. A visitor senses an ambiance of retrenchment and decline. The restored buildings represent a prop like charade for the passing fair weather tourist parade. It is the former red-light district that more accurately measures the decline. 


While never officially condoning prostitution, local political authorities, wealthy residents, law enforcement agencies and the omnipresent copper interests concluded that the sex industry was useful to maintain. Several of the notable city fathers were investors. Bribes and levied fines created cascades of civic and illegitimate revenue. The mining industry found this diversion necessary to enable sustained worker productivity.


Women were brutally exploited, the legal system compromised, and the steely public moral code was a cardboard façade. The system washed every participants hands with filth. Why tamper with such a gilded monstrosity? 


For visiting businessmen, Butte’s red-light district provided a licentious alternative rivaling present-day Las Vegas. Respectable downtown lodgings were adequate and plentiful, but neither comfort nor affordability was the essential issue. Enjoying an inimitable experience from whatever outpost of arrival distinguished Butte.


Prostitution in Butte began originally within temporary structures and tents pitched along East Park Street. As more traditional commercial entities expanded eastward along Park, illicit commerce relocated one block south. During the late 1880s, vice-oriented services and their edifices consolidated within a rectangular boundary framed by Galena, Arizona, Mercury and Main Streets. Enterprising developers and investors constructed more permanent and enabling buildings within the quarter during the subsequent decades.


The institutionalism of Butte prostitution was sustained by local patronage. The network accommodated all budgets and preferences. The affluent, distinguished and powerful were serviced by a choice niche. Working class laborers and miners were offered a lesser but suitable alternative. Local authorities and law enforcement insured that proprietors and practitioners contributed punitively into community funding via fines, bribes and protection tariffs. The ethics of the arrangement weren’t closely examined. Periodic reform movements contained the activity within specified boundaries.


The state of Montana has always distinguished and prided itself as unique. Montana is sparsely populated, indignant towards authority, individualistic, and notorious for inclement winters. Frontier machismo coupled by progressive social change has sometimes straddled curious parallel courses. 


In 1914, Montana women gained the right to vote. The change arrived six years before the national amendment. This social advancement initiated renewed scrutiny over an industry that enslaving women lacking birth pedigree, education or employment alternatives. The effect stimulated coordinated efforts towards moral reform and demand for laws to protect those less empowered. The net results tended to be insipid.


It may be debated that prostitution then, as now, is a voluntary decision. Given the shortage of wage earning and educational opportunities for women during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the argument rings simplistic.


An undervalued gender or race understands the complexities of exclusion, discrimination and limitation. When one is involuntarily born into the humblest social class, oppression becomes a familiar and grinding burden. Few transcend the obstacles.


The elite Butte prostitutes were exalted for their appearance and tutored finesse towards flattering their clientele. Aside from beauty and polish, they were often described as diverse, multi-faceted and even educated. The moneyed recipients of their skills rendered these compliments. Yet even amongst the highest acclaimed, they were isolated and disenfranchised. Their advancement prospects were often limited to becoming Madams within the identical cannibalistic cycle. Most were obliged to relocate in order to reinvent themselves.


Many lower regarded women competed fiercely for their elevated positions. Qualifiers such as race, ethnicity, cunning and the more subjective interpreted talent of sexual skill determined their classification hierarchy and status. A woman’s workplace typically reflected her standing within the profession.


A significant percentage of working prostitutes were young, generally in their twenties, and mobile. Their sexual service stint was typically motivated by economic necessity. Many only stayed in the profession briefly while transitioning towards a fresh juncture. For those remaining, their ambitions translated into an irrational hope that one of their clients would fall in love and marry them, in spite of their past. Most understood profoundly that a reckoning would eventually cripple any conventional future. The past necessitated permanent burial if they were fortunate enough to survive.


It has been widely documented that many prostitutes committed suicide if they hadn’t found a husband by thirty or if a prospective suitor backed out or died tragically before doing so. 


Happy endings might be worthwhile objectives for dreamers, but seldom reality. The phantoms from the past are renowned for haunting present-tense presumptions of security and happiness.


Butte and its consuming mining industry were ideal contributors towards catastrophe. Mining disasters and work related injuries were standard operating procedure within the subterranean prisons. 


Working as a miner imposed its own version of bondage. Employees and the community's economy were wholly dependent on the fortunes of Anaconda Mining and market valuations for copper. 


Miners lived a hazardous existence and aged prematurely. Their dismal and tentative occupations made prostitutes ideal sexual liaisons. Their prospects were narrowly gauged, incompatible for sustaining family rooting. Immediate gratification dulled the stirring uncertainties of their future.


Thousands of men habitually strolled the crowded sidewalks of the red-light district. They sought entertainment and consoling relief for their loneliness and bitterness. Refined culture was essentially absent from local society. Such outlets offered no substantive solution to their plight.


Desperate men shared the identical angst of their paid sexual partners. They enjoyed only the slimmest odds of eventually joining the ranks of their patrons. Branded poor and uneducated is a psychological shackle few ever elude, even with accomplishments. The objective of vaulting such limitations goads the ambitious towards achievement. A formerly uneducated individual remains consciously aware of this label throughout his or her life. The majority of common laborers and miners in that era had no tangible evidence to justify elevated and elusive advancement. The wealthy preferred their lowly stature. Perhaps little has changed from that attitude.


Sex workers, like their contemporaries, shared innumerable insecurities and menace. Many were consumed by drug addiction and died from eventual overdoses (primarily opiates). Financial debt, sexually transmitted diseases, violence and abuse by their patrons and jealousy-motivated clients were common. Inconvenient pregnancy and opium-induced abortions increased their occupational risk. There was nothing glamorous about the lifestyle.


A humanistic portrayal of individual prostitutes, unless they later became Madams, has been typically ignored by archivists. These women have morphed into faceless and featureless caricatures, disregarded as simply victims lacking voices. The few profiled are identified exclusively by their first name. Their families, if they still had one, would have been mortified and shamed by their choice of profession. Their destinies have been typified as the biblical parable of the diseased tree being incapable of bearing healthy fruit. The tainted two-square block quarter of their employment today is equally cursed and generally forgotten.


The epoch of flagrant immorality was destined to publicly perish by heftier judicial and governmental attention. Two World Wars, Prohibition, and the impact of the Women’s Right Movement necessitated change. Butte was slow to dismantle its economic treasure, but ultimately succumbed to implementing an outcome.


Aggressive reforms and scrutiny into tax declarations steadily crippled and curtailed the industry. Prostitution was once declared a legitimate profession. By the 1920 census, the classification disappeared. Sinking into the crevices and shadows, the industry lost all vestige and appearance of respectability. 


In contemporary society, prostitution advocates have often renamed their status as sex professionals. Some efforts have attempted to organize these activities into commercial credibility. Unofficial unions and syndicates have been established. The struggle remains an old and fatigued battleground. Public opinion has thwarted these ambitions for generations. The stigma and perception towards active practitioners has changed little and decriminalization laws have stalled repeatedly.


Butte’s attempts at reforms were frequently farcical. In 1901, streetwalking prostitutes were obliged briefly to lengthen their skirts and wear neck-concealing blouses. Crib operators were ordered to lower their blinds, which they circumvented by cutting circles in the center to exhibit their faces. 


Later, a concealing fence shielding Pleasant Alley was erected. Signs were posted prohibiting entry and the loitering of males under the age of twenty-one. There was little incentive by the local police department to disrupt or dismantle operations permanently. Warning telephone calls often preceded raids, enabling discreet escapes to avoid unpleasant embarrassment and notoriety. 

 

At the conclusion of World War II a few decaying relics were allowed to continue. They were tolerated under constraints of strict discretion and sanctioned bribery. The core industry was mortally gutted by mildew and never regained a fraction of its former prominence. The neighborhood became an eyesore and decayed into a pathetic skeleton.


The act of prostitution currently has been liberally labeled as a victimless crime by supposedly enlightened minds. The litany of
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