TRAVELER

Silver and Sin

A historic town in Idaho’s panhandle offers a cultural look at
two of the West's oldest professions.

By DENNIS DRABELLE

WALLACE, IDAHO, IS ONE OF THE FEW
places in the United States where the dol-
lar has a rival. Since early last year, silver
coins called sterlings have circulated there
and elsewhere in the Silver Valley, an 18-
mile stretch of lowland along the Coeur
d’Alene River in the state’s panhandle.
The locals refrain from calling the sterling
“legal tender” for fear of provoking the
feds, but the effect is much the same. In
Wallace, the sterling talks.

Silver—along with lead and zine, to a
lesser extent—has long ruled here, and
the Silver Valley still has a few working
mines. Wallace itself has nearly every-
thing a traveler with an interest in history
and architecture could ask for: a whole
town in the National Register of Historic
Places, a downtown chockablock with
two- and three-story brick structures from
the late 19th century, affable merchants
and tour guides, low prices—and a
museum devoted to prostitution.

Downtown Wallace owes its unifor-
mity to fin-de-siécle aesthetics, and a catas-
trophe. The town came into being in 1884
as Placer Village, after gold was struck
nearby, and was renamed a year later by
Lucy Wallace, the newly arrived wife of a
local landowner. By 1889, with silver hav-
ing replaced gold as the backbone of the
economy, Wallace was being served by
two ratlroads and ar least five brothels, A
year later, a chimney fire spread, destroy-
ing virtually the whole business districr,
which had been constructed of wood from
the surrounding forest. The town learned
its lesson and rebuilt its downtown in brick.

The premier display of architecrural
artistry is the 600 block of Bank Street,

50 PRESERVATION September|Octobes 2005

Starting from the turret of the Rossi Insur-
ance Building, the perspective exrends
eastward along multiple facades blessed
with what a chamber of commerce
brochure proudly calls “segmentally
arched windows.” To the north stands
the single most striking edifice, the North-
ern Pacific Railroad Depor, now a
museum. Designed to resemble a
chateau, the depot is composed of butf:
colored bricks originally earmarked for a
grand rourist hotel in Tacoma, Wash.
The depression of 1893 scuttled that proj-
ect, and the railroad recycled the building
material, sending a 15,000-brick allotment
to Wallace for the depot. (According to a
photo caption inside the museum, film
director Michael Cimino fell in love with
the building in 1979 while shooting scenes
for what became a legendary flop,
Heaven's Gate, a movie set in 1890s
Wyoming, starring Kris Kristofferson and
Christopher Walken. )

At the other end of Wallace, a man
named Dave Sherman is trying to coax
people back to downtown. A burly man
with long, black hair ted in a ponytail,
Sherman owns the Shoshone, a building
with small tiles embedded in the second-
story facade—as though someone flung
conferti up there and it stuck. Sherman
has rented out the first floor to various
businesses, including rhe Sierra Silver
Mine Tour; the second he is renovating,
{He is also fixing up a house he owns in
Everett, Wash.)

“These used to be offices, mostly for
doctors and dentists,” he said, indicating
several doors opening off a grand foyer.
"Later they were made into apartments.

Our population has dropped from a peak
of 4,000 or 5,000 to 960, and we don'
need second-floor offices anymore. [ want
to bring these back as studio apartments.”

As we wandered from room to room,
Sherman pointed to crumbling ceilings
and stained floors. "Water damage is the
story of Wallace,” he said. "It snows alot
here. Four feet or more can pile up over a
winter. The buildings have flat roofs, and
people used to rely on heat inside to melt
the snow: But when so many mines closed
in the 1970s, the occupants moved out,
the heat went off, and roofs began caving
in under snow loads. Repairing the dam-
age is a big problem.”

NOBODY IN WALLACE IS TALKING ABOUT
restoring prostitution, but thanks to a
most unusual museum, the oldest pro-
fession remains a presence. A good deal of
scholarship on that way of life has sur-
faced in recent years, and a phenomenon
once dismissed as too raffish for words is
finally being treated as a legitimate chap-
ter of American history. The story of
Wiallace's carthouses is contained in the
Chasis Bordello Museum, a red-brick struc-
ture with white stones framing its second-
story windows. The place came into exis-
tence as a downtown hotel and saloon in
1895, At an unknown date, a street-level
door became the portal 10 an upstairs
world of pleasure.

“The women who worked here did so
because they had to, right?” 1 asked at
the outset of my tour. "Little education,
no other opportunites?” Museum owner
Michelle Mayfield, a blond-haired Wallace
native who takes a dignified approach to







