“CROSSING THE LINE”

American Prostitutes in Western Canada, 1895-1925

CHAR SMITH

BORDERLANDS STUDIES have traditionally focussed on the
movement of ethnic groups over national boundaries. For example,
Gloria Anzaldda’s Borderlands: La Frontera, a path-breaking study of
movement across the U.S.-Mexican border, examined the effects of the
border on ethnicity and the construction of identity, shifting cultural
practices and language.’ While ethnicity affected some groups’ experi-
ences in the borderlands, as a category of analysis ethnicity is less useful
when studying a group of people who arguably had little in common—
American prostitutes who crossed the western Canadian-U.S. border.
While groups of marginalized people in borderlands studies often have
similar backgrounds, the women in this study came from many differ-
entclassand ethnicgroups. They also worked in the sex trade at different
levels, from the brothel madams, who were some of the wealthiest resi-

dents of the towns, to the women working in the cribs or on the streets.
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Prostitutes’ position within the community and their financial success,
contact with authorities, the formation of relationships and personal
safety,and their experience of crossing the border into a new country were
all affected to some degree by class, ethnicity, and stratification of the
sex trade. By focussing on the role of the border in the lives of American
prostitutes who crossed the line into western Canada, this article exam-
ines how women negotiated various types of border crossings and how
nationality affected women’s experiences and their construction of iden-
tity in the borderlands.

The transnational movement of women can easily be related to the
standard national frameworks of resource and economic development.
Just as we can trace the movement of American capital and people into
British Columbia and Alberta (from urban development in the lower main-
land, to gold and coal mining in the Kootenays and southern Alberta), so
too we can follow the immigration of prostitutes into the boomtowns.
Yet this framework often leads to the standard narrative of western fron-
tier prostitution in which women of loose morals followed the men into
the resource extraction areas to turn a quick buck and leave the area as
soon as the “civilizing influence of women of good character” started to
filter into the towns.’ A study of American prostitutes in western Canada
suggests that the “standard narrative” based on geographicand economic
models needs to be reconsidered when examining prostitutes who crossed
national borders to conduct their trade.’

So what drove American prostitutes across the border? Following
economic models, historians often argue that prostitutes came north to
seize the opportunity of engaging in a lucrative, if temporary, business.’
There are many stories on both sides of the border of the whore with a
heart of gold, the Mae Wests who were fixtures in the frontier towns,
providing feminine care and companionship in the rough and ready male
world of cowboys, miners,and lumberjacks, outlaws, and even Mounties.
These women are often depicted as beautiful, well dressed, independ-
ent,and even powerful within theircommunities. Aswithanystereotype,
my research found that there was some truth to these representations,

but they did not tell the whole story. Like other immigrant groups,
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American prostitutes came North for a number of reasons. Wealthy
brothel owners in Rossland clearly saw economic opportunity in the
British Columbian mining booms. Some women crossed so often that
the border may have been meaningless, while others capitalized on their
nationality by catering to the large number of American men in the
Canadian West. Personal ties, too, may have drawn prostitutes into British
Columbia and Alberta. Border crossings were relatively easy in the early
years of fluid migration, and many women had family and friends on
both sides of the border.” Some prostitutes used the border to escape their
pasts, elude the law, or give in to a restless mobility, common for many
women who lived life on the margins. Finally, some sex trade workers
were subjected to involuntary border crossings as police increasingly exer-
cised deportation as a viable tool for the removal of undesirable women
from western Canadian cities and towns.

Popular cultural representations of wealthy and beautiful brothel
madams are very similar on both sides of the border. While contempor-
ary stereotypes in Canada are fed in part by the importation of American
cultural icons like Mae West, historically, the transnational movement
of prostitutes may have contributed to the stereotype. Sid, Dora, and
Stella were all wealthy brothel owners in Rossland in the 1890s through
the 1910s.° All had travelled from the western states during a mining
boom in which Rossland was called “the new Eldorado.” Along with the
American miners, capital, and expertise that crossed the border in the
early years of the rush, these prostitutes also crossed the line, bringing
their own capital or making enough money to open up brothels in the
boomtowns. In an atmosphere of intense competition, the brothels began
todevelopspecificclienteles. Stella’s Vancouver House was on the “respect-
able” edge of a large block of tenements used as cribs.” Close by were
numerous saloons, hotels, a bowling alley and poolroom, lodging houses,
and miners’ rooms over offices and stores. Her customers were the men
who spent their leisure time in the downtown core, as well as her hotel
guests—in many cases the “elites” or the wealthiest in the town."”

Dora’s and Sid’s brothels were located in the southern end of the city,

almost beyond the city limits in 1897. Far from the bustling downtown
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saloons and hotels, their brothels likely catered to workingmen coming
from the smelter in Trail and to travellers.” They were located half a
block away from the passenger platform of the Columbia and Western
Railway that traversed the southern edge of the city on its route to Trail,
with important connections south to Washington state and north to
steamer connections on the Arrow Lakes.”

Sid, Dora, and Stella were all white madams from middle-class back-
grounds between the ages of thirty and fifty who had sold properties in
the United States before relocating to Rossland. Although the records
do not provide much detail, they appeared to have followed the mining
booms as they moved across the western United States. Certainly by the
time they reached Rossland, all were experienced businesswomen. They
provided a variety of services, offering their customers lodging, meals
and drink, laundry services, companionship, entertainment, and (of
course) sexual services. These madams appear to have maintained their
American connections, and prostitutes coming from the United States
quickly found a warm welcome in Rossland brothels, especially in Stella’s
hotel, which had a high turnover of American women."

Nationality was important for women who sought to capitalize on it
by catering to the migrant men who populated the Canadian boom-
towns. In the police records, many of these women chose to identify
themselves as Americans, and like the woman who renamed herself
“Texas” when she crossed the border proudly proclaimed, it was their
place of birth. There may have been significant benefits for American
madams. Many boomtowns attracted large numbers of American immi-
grants, and “Texas’s house” reportedly offered the reassuring sounds of
a true southern drawl, along with its other services.” Nationality thus
became significant for women who in many other ways were nameless,
existing on the outside margins of society, and identified only by the cat-
egory of “prostitute.” Police recognized that women frequently used
aliases, and in the monthly collection of fines, nationality and location
were more significant identifiers for police than names. But nationality
may have had multiple meanings for the women in the borderlands.

For some women, ethnicity may have been as important as national-

ity.Inall the towns of the Kootenays, and in city police recordsin Victoria,
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Vancouver, and Calgary, police identified brothels as Asian, Black, or eth-
nically grouped, such as the women described as “Italian” in Greenwood’s
police records and newspapers or “French Mary’s” house in Rossland.”
Police recognized and used the names of “characters” like Texas and
Stella; however, anonymity was often protection for women of ethnic
minorities. Police seldom identified individuals in ethnically grouped
brothels, more often using locations rather than names. Thus, “Japtown
whorehouses” appeared in Calgary records, and “the houses on Dupont
[Street]” referred to brothels in Vancouver’s Chinatown. Rarely are women
in these brothels mentioned by name except in the regular collection of
fines, and the frequency of some names in certain brothels suggests the
ease with which women changed names and nationalities.” Ethnicity was
less easy to hide. So when the North West Mounted Police closed down a
Japanese brothel just outside of Calgary due to an outbreak of syphilis,
the women had fewer options and less mobility than other prostitutes
and remained in the house until their symptoms appeared to go away
and theyhad passed amedical inspection, allowing the house to reopen.”
While increased marginalization in ethnically grouped brothels may
have worked to strengthen the bonds of identity, the women in most
brothels came from a wide variety of backgrounds, and some of the most
successful brothels may have purposely offered a selection of women of
different nationalities. For women who were cut off from their past and
exiled from their nation of birth, however, personal connections may
have become more significant than national or ethnic identity.

If we complicate national models of western expansion and the eco-
nomic analyses of resource development with an examination of the
individual experiences of prostitutes who crossed the line, it becomes
clear that personal connections played a role in drawing women into the
borderlands. By frequently using aliases and refusing to provide per-
sonal information to the police, or by quickly moving on to the next town
when they found themselves under surveillance, prostitutes often avoided
contact with police by maintaining their anonymity. In contrast to the
brothel prostitutes who had proudly proclaimed their nationality, when
women chose a transientlifestyle, or when they were driven out of towns

as police closed vice districts, their identities became less connected to
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national or ethnic markers and more closely tied to the personal rela-
tionships they developed.

At first glance, public fights, abusive language, and thefts appear to
characterize prostitutes’ relationships with each other. Rossland police
records show twenty-seven instances of fights between prostitutes between
1898 and 1902 and numerous cases of stolen property. One example is
the charge brought against Irene by a fellow prostitute for stealing a sil-
ver tray valued at $4. Also typical were the results of the case—the plaintiff
decided to drop the charge and the case was dismissed the next day.” But
not all prostitutes’ relationships were characterized by violence, jeal-
ousy, and competition. Marion Goldman notes that structural aspects of
the tradeled to the formation of long-lasting friendships between women.
Women living and working together in brothels or as independent pros-
titutes forced into close proximity in restricted districts led to “isolation
from the respectable community, [which| created abond among them.””
In western Canada, instances of this type of bond became apparent when
prostitutes travelled together over long periods of time, protected each
other from the hazards of the trade, provided charity to co-workers in
times of need, and responded emotionally in times of extremity.

In the records of monthly fines, occasionally it is possible to identify
prostitutes who had a family connection through the uniqueness of their
surnames. Gay and Marion, for example, crossed the line into Grand
Forks and travelled together throughout the Kootenays, changing resi-
dence frequently, but always appearing together until they left the area
one year later.”

Similarly, Blanche and Louise fled Vancouver together and opened up
a brothel in Hedley in the aftermath of a very public trial of Louise’s
alleged husband, Desire Brothier. In 1904, Brothier received seven years
for forgery, procuring, and buggery. At the time, Brothier’s sister and
brother-in-law were also charged in connection with the forgery of a
medical certificate that claimed Blanche was free of disease, but the char-
ges were dropped when they fled to Montana. The persistent efforts of
Brothier’s brother-in-law and new evidence of the sister’s involvement

in the forgeryled to Brothier’s release after serving just two years. Blanche
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and Louise remained together for the duration of his incarceration and
disappeared from British Columbia immediately upon Brothier’s release,
presumably to return with him to the United States.”

At times, prostitutes assisted their colleagues, even when it was dan-
gerous for them to do so. Mrs Welsh was fined for running a bawdy house
because she opened her doors to a fellow American prostitute who had
no other place to go, ensuring “she would no[t] be drove [sic] around like

22

a dog when she had not done anything.”” In the same spirit of sister-
hood, a group of prostitutes in Nelson raised money for a madam “to
provide her with the necessities of living, she being sick and destitute
with a large family, and no one to assist her but the charitable.””

Although prostitutes’ isolation may have led to the formation of
stronger personal ties, it likely made thingslike child-bearing and mother-
hood more difficult. Children appear in the records in connection with
prostitutes quite regularly, and there are several stories of neglected
children who police believed were endangered by the involvement of
their mothers in the sex trade.” Yet the sources also indicate that prosti-
tutes may have had a broader range of options for caring for their
children than is often suggested. For example, Minnie, abrothel madam
in Golden, took care of a young prostitute’s child for many years, even-
tuallysendinghim tolivewithMinnie’s motherin Spokane, Washington.
This type of arrangement would usually be hidden from public view,
except Minnie became annoyed when the young mother quit paying for
the boy’s monthly room and board and took her case to the local justice
of the peace.”

While personal ties may have drawn some prostitutes into western
Canada, others used the border to escape their pasts. In the West, the
presence of men in the brothels in the roles of lovers and pimps is appar-
ent, though not all that common in the earlier years. Further, charges of
“living off the avails of prostitution” may have included many types of
relationships other than the obvious one involving economic exploita-
tion and physical abuse. In Desire Brothier’s case, procuring appears to
have concerned a relationship with Blanche and Louise that transcended

evenafew years in jail. Aletter from one of Brothier’s former prostitutes,
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who fled to France to escape testifying against him, declares her undying
love and an offer to send letters or money if doing so would help him
gain his freedom.”

Many prostitutes who travelled with men may have benefited from
their protection. In Rossland there were two husband and wife teams
operating brothels, and police remarked on the lack of conflict in those
houses compared to others in operation at the time. Jennie, a Japanese
prostitute in Revelstoke, who had came to British Columbia from Seattle
in 1900 with her husband, appeared to have a stable relationship in which
she controlled the couple’s finances. Yet her husband’s presence did not
prevent her murder in 1905.” For the occasional woman who might have
gained from long-term connections with men, many suffered from abu-
sive, violent relationships—and some paid the price with their lives.

There are many tragic stories of domestic and physical abuse of pros-
titutes in western Canadian legal records. While some women sought to
escape their pasts, not all were successful. Annie was a Black American
prostitute who had travelled to Phoenix with an entertainment troupe
in 1903. From all accounts she had a beautiful voice. She had sought to
escapethememories ofanalmostfatal stabbingin Spokane, Washington,
for which her live-in companion, Joshua Bell, had done time. But she
did not run far enough. Just one year later, Bell arrived in Phoenix with
an American prize-fighting outfit that had toured the West, presumably
on a hunt for Annie. When he found her, he planned a cold-blooded mur-
der, waiting in hiding for her to come out of her brothel and “stabbed
her in the breast with a knife, and then kicked in her teeth.” Bell tried to
flee back across the border but was quickly caught. His hanging made big
news in all the British Columbia newspapers, with race and nationality
the dominant themes in the narratives. Some editors even indulged in
the opportunity to add to the rampant anti-Asian rhetoric by calling for
the deportation of all people of colour who had come from the United
States. For Annie, the Canadian borderlands were no safe haven from
the violence that followed her.”

Whether prostitutes crossed the line for economic gain, to capitalize

on their nationality, re-establish personal ties, or to run away from the
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past, mobility was pervasive in the trade. Except for alucky few who were
able to achieve financial success, sex trade workers suffered from a gen-
eral lack of stability caused in part by the marginalization of women who
existed outside the law and outside the bounds of accepted morality. In
the late 1800s, as resource booms occurred across western Canada, many
American prostitutes voluntarily crossed the line on a regular basis.
Structural changes in the trade in the early twentieth century, when broth-
els were shut down and streetwalking increased, led to greater mobility.
But this mobility was increasingly restricted within national boundaries
when the police began to deport “undesirable” prostitutes and used the
border to limit re-entry. Border crossings were also made more difficult
with the implementation of changes to the Immigration Act in 1906,
which halted the earlier policy of free entry. By 1914, the prohibited classes
increased from those who mightbecome publiccharges orinfirm toinclude
persons convicted of “any crime involving moral turpitude, prostitutes,
pimps, professional vagrants or beggars...”” Police then had a powerful
weapon with which to fight morality crimes, and in a climate of social
change they began to use that weapon more frequently.

Their considerable mobility makes it very difficult to trace prosti-
tutes who travelled in the West; most worked alone and may have had
very good reasons to maintain their anonymity. Fortunately, prostitu-
tion was not just a profitable business for the women. The police and
town councils also made alot of money regulating the sex trade, and they
left extensive records. Just like other national myths, western Canada’s
law-abiding reputation does not hold up well in an examination of the
police court dockets, which are full of charges for prostitution, theft, gam-
bling, assaults, and even the occasional murder. And the sex trade was
certainly one of the steadiest sources of income for the fledgling western
cities.” For example, when John S. Ingram took over as chief constable
of the Rossland Police, he systematically collected fines from all the
brothels and cribs on a monthly basis, filling the city coffers with well
over $1,000 per month. To maintain this source of revenue for the city,
Ingram and his constables kept extensive records tracking the move-

ments of prostitutes in and out of the city, many of whom were
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Americans.™ To control the influx of transients into their towns, a regu-
lar duty of the lowest constable on the roster in Rossland was to watch
passengers as they disembarked from trains, looking for single women
who were not met by “respectable” residents.” In towns like Princeton,
in the Similkameen, where trains came from both Vancouver and from
thesouth through theborder crossing of Oroville, Washington, “Specials”
were hired to help the single policeman keep an eye on the day and night
trains. Once marked, police tended tokeep a close watch on these women’s
activities.” For itinerant prostitutes, this intense surveillance usually
resulted in charges within a few weeks or even a few days of the woman’s
arrival,and the prostitute frequentlyleft townimmediately afterappearing
in courtand paying her fine.” If police felt they did not have enough evi-
dence for a charge of prostitution, they often charged the woman with
other offences, which suggests that once a woman was suspected, any
means that effectively removed “undesirable” women from the com-
munity was deemed legitimate.”

Women were frequently on the move throughout the early 1900s, yet
they were increasingly restricted within national boundaries as borders
were closed down. Social reformers frequently called for deportation as
one means to close down the red-light districts. The Vancouver Police
Commission’s recommendations for “handling the social evil” in 1912
are typical for this era: “The Chairman stated the Attorney General had
laid down five different ways or means of bringing about a better condi-
tion of affairs viz (1) That all undesirable aliens be stopped at the border
and refused admittance into Canada. (2) That these women can be brought
up in court everyday and fined, and in time got rid of. (3) You can fine the
land-ladies each day and if the fine is not paid you can issue distress war-
rants on their goods. (4) You take proceedings against the males who
visit these places and (5) To prosecute the owners of these buildings for
living off the proceeds of crime.”* On the streets of Lethbridge, Calgary,
Vancouver, Nelson, and Victoria, reformers toured the red-light districts,
making recommendations to policedepartments that usually demanded
complete suppression of the trade. These tours had dire consequences

for prostitutes, as they incited public opinion against the women. As
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early as 1903, growth in Vancouver’s downtown area made the brothels
on Dupont Street too visible for the comfort of Vancouver City Council
and it decided to force the women to leave.” However, council could not
decide where to move the women, most of whom owned their proper-
ties, and therefore it let the matter rest for almost three years, until moral
reformers increased their activities in 1906.

The fight between the prostitutes of Dupont Street and city council
began in earnest in 1906 with a letter from a resident of the area to the
mayor, claiming that the police chief, reportedly for “mercenary” rea-
sons, had ignored his complaints about a brothel on Dupont. He claimed
that the brothel was “conducted by two colored girls, whose conduct is
in the extreme reprehensible...they harbour white girls who are visited
and debauched by colored men and chinamen who induce them to
smokeopiumand indulge in manyun-natural practices.”** Thisinflamed
public opinion about the brothels because the complainant focussed on
their multi-racial nature in an era when racism, and especially anti-Chi-
nese sentiment, was already heightened in the city.” The allegation that
Chief North was profiting from the presence of the red-light district
caused an investigation that resulted in his suspension in June 1906, and
he was replaced by Chief Chisholm.*

Despite a legal fight, the women were finally given ten days’ notice to
vacate their premises.” Althoughitappeared to the publicthat Chisholm’s
ultimatum was being adhered to, internal police records suggest that
this was not the case. After a city police sergeant was forced to resign for
allowing the brothels on Dupont to “[run] full blast,” the chief recom-
mended “that his resignation be accepted,” and he suggested that “the
Commissioners have nothing further to enquire into.”* Possibly, the chief
did not want the commissioners to investigate too closely into where the
women had gone when they followed his orders to vacate Dupont Street.
In an interview in November 1906, Chisholm said he could not respond
to the question of the dispersal of the women: his instructions were to
clear the street, and he had obeyed those instructions. When questioned
if they would “flit again to respectable sections of the city,” Chisholm

replied, “I make no concealment of my view...that ultimately one place,
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one district remote from respectable streets and centres, will have to be

9943

set aside for these dames.”* But this sentiment was in direct opposition
to the reform agenda of suppressing vice altogether, and Chisholm did
not last any longer as chief of police than had his predecessor, North.*
Many of the women who left Dupont moved to Shanghai and Canton
streets, also in Chinatown, and by the end of 1906 the whole process began
again.” First, Chinese merchants began a petition requesting that police
“prevent an invasion of undesirable women.”* Then, moral reformers
and aldermen toured the district, finding that conditions in the restricted
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district were the “worst in [the] city’s history.”" The allegations were
brought before the police board, extra police were put on duty in the
area, and the brothels were raided regularly.” In Vancouver, forcing the
brothels to close down and move to a new district every few years had
the undesirable result of scattering many of the women who could not
afford to buy new houses every time they were forced to move.

With each relocation, more women ended up moving into rooming
houses throughout the city. Police thus found it increasingly difficult to
regulate the women, and police records correspondingly show a decrease
in large groups of monthly fines that were collected from the madams
and inmates of brothels as police went house to house. Individual charges
for streetwalking increased throughout the period, as did charges for
“keeping a bawdy house” that were collected from single women in room-
ing houses.” Increased suppression of the trade had long-range effects
on the structure of prostitution in western Canada. From finding some
protection amongst the female communities of the brothels, prostitutes
were increasingly forced to rely on their own resources as they negoti-
ated their increasingly marginalized status.

The reform movement that led to the closing of formal red-light dis-
trictsin thecitiesalsoaffected national identity. Whether forciblyscattering
women into new areas in the city, deporting them back to the States, or
moving them on toanother town, nationality may have becomeless impor-
tantas women sought to hide their country of birth to avoid deportation
or resigned themselves to accepting a new nationality as borders became
harder to cross. While women who seized economic opportunity or

formed personal connections voluntarily crossed the line, others were
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not able to exercise the same degree of agency. A wave of deportations of
American prostitutes in the early 1900s from western Canadian cities
afforded the women little opportunity to choose their nation of resi-
dence. While many could claim atleast twenty years’ residency in Canada,
in the new climate of moral regulation they were uprooted from their
homes, families, and friends and unceremoniously dumped on the other
side of the border as a means of ending the “social evil.”

Charges of “white slavery” were frequently heard in this eraas a result
of the highly publicized anti-prostitution campaigns in the United States,
in which “muckraking journalists exposed the web of corruption
between police, politicians, and vice magnates. Novelists and filmmakers
sensationalized the traffic in women in lurid tales of abduction, rape,
and sexual slavery.”* Much of the American material, estimated toamount
to as many as one billion pages over the period, was incorporated into
Canadian publications, with the Methodist Church’s Department of
Temperance and Moral Reform leading the way in generating numer-
ous pamphlets that were presented in speaking tours across the country.
One Methodist publication, Canada’s War on the White Slave Traffic, used
American estimates that “15,000 foreign girls, and 45,000 native born
are the victims every year in the United States and Canada.”

Police usually recognized that the stereotypical representation of the
“black-hearted man” waiting on the train platform to force an innocent
young woman into the sex trade occurred very rarely. Nevertheless, they
did use the rhetoric of the white slave trade to assist them in their sweeps
through the red-light districts. For example, in 1907 police took a “cen-
susof...[Vancouver’s| restricted district in Chinatown...found 180 sporting
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women recently settled there.” Fortunately for the police, they found
that all but five of the women came from the United States, and thus
involved immigration inspectors in the deportation of more than 150
women.” This led to an odd kind of cross-border trade—a trade in pros-
titutes. Once the deportees arrived in Seattle and were released by the
immigration officials, they quickly re-crossed into Canada. In late 1907
another census set the number of American prostitutes in Vancouver’s

Chinatown at 210.**
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Allbordertownsfound deportationahandyway todeal withunwanted
prostitutes, although everyone knew they simply re-crossed the line. In
Lethbridge, Alberta, after five years of deporting prostitutes across the
border only to see them re-enter almost immediately, the newspapers
began to call for an end to the expense of using police hours to gather
and transport the women to the border. After tossing out the idea of
simply sending them en masse to Calgary, the town eventually settled
for putting the prostitutes on a train, preferably not at town expense,
and sending them east or west.

Whether forciblyscatteringwomen into new areas of thecity,deporting
them back to the States, or moving them on to another town, increased
suppression of the trade had long-range effects on the structure of the
trade. After finding some protection amongst the female communities
of the brothels, prostitutes were forced to rely on their own resources as
they negotiated their increasingly marginalized status. One means was
to construct an identity linked to national pride. As expatriates, many
American women banded together and proudly proclaimed their national
identity. Others found anonymity to be safer and formed connections on
the personal level as friends, sisters, daughters, wives, and mothers, choos-
ing to reject nationality as an identifying factor. Some had little choice
but to withstand the repeated deportations that might arise from being
identified as American.

In common with American settlers and immigrants who came North,
prostitutes in western Canada shared the hopes, dreams, and aspirations
connected with crossing any border intoanewland. But there were import-
ant differences too. As women living on the margins, prostitutes also
crossed lines of respectability and acceptability, which made their jour-
ney across the border that much more difficult.
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