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The Making of Butte, America
The inspiration behind the film:  

Largely untold, often misunderstood, and sometimes caricatured, the saga of Butte is a different kind of Western story, a story that emphasizes community over conquest, urban diversity and social tolerance over rural conservatism, the creative achievements of people working together over the destructive myth of the self-made individual.  

Many films could be made about the so-called Mining City; the potential story material is uncommonly rich. And several films have been made, focusing primarily on the early years—the so-called War of the Copper Kings during the late 19th century and the sensational labor struggles of the 1910s. But we wanted to step back and take in the entire sweep of hard rock mining, from the early 1880s up to the beginning of the environmental era, in the 1980s, to tell an intertwined story—the story of an urban-industrial island on the American frontier and U.S. industrialization, which Butte played a large part in making possible. 

Our inspiration from the beginning was the people of Butte, the men and women who had the least to gain and most to lose from their labors. Butte, America pays tribute to miners, their families, and the community they created amidst constant danger and hardship—in other words, working class experience in America. Butte embodies this experience as much or better than any place we know. 

As the title suggests, the Butte story is inseparable from the story of America. This is the place where the Industrial Revolution collided with the romance of the West. And what happened in Butte is of great contemporary relevance, especially with respect to the globalization of corporations and markets, ever-expanding urban-industrialization, and large-scale resource extraction and its social and environmental costs. The National Endowment for the Humanities recognized this fact when, eight years ago, it granted Rattlesnake Productions one of its last production grants for working class films.

Another source of inspiration: What remains of this world-class mining town—the old business district and surrounding mining landscape—is a filmmaker’s dream. 

The story: 

After the world’s largest deposit of copper was discovered in Marcus Daly’s Anaconda Mine, in the early 1880s, Butte quickly became an island of unbridled capitalism and urban vitality, where immigrants from around the world—first from Ireland and England, then from almost two dozen other countries—went in search of work and found much more. “Don't stop in America,” one of the early arrivals is reputed to have written to a cousin back home in County Cork, Ireland. “Come straight to Butte.” A wealth of human beings answered the call, and their legacy endures—in the multiethnic, working-class, never-say-die character of the town today. 

The filmmakers aimed to tell this dramatically rich and historically significant story in a visually lush, deeply intimate way that set the personal lives of Butte’s working men and woman against an epic backdrop of industrialization, mass immigration, world war, national and world politics, and environmental degradation.   

Highlights of the story:

· Butte was a microcosm of industrialization in America during the late 19th and 20th centuries.

· Butte was the only mining camp in the West to be transformed into an urban-industrial dynamo—the Pittsburgh of the West.

· Irish immigrants were the first to arrive, and they a left permanent impression on the character of the place. In the early 20th century, Butte was the most Irish city in America, more Irish than Boston or New York. That Irish character can still be seen today. 

· Butte also was one of the most diverse cities in the U.S. By 1920, more than 20 different ethnic groups lived in Butte. 

· Butte has been described as an island completely surrounded by land. Urban, cosmopolitan, multiethnic, and industrial, the town was very different from the rest of Montana—from most of the West overall.

· Butte was the birthplace of one of America’s most powerful corporations (Anaconda Copper Mining Company) as well as one of it’s most influential labor unions—Western Federation of Miners. Butte Local #1 was the largest local in the world. 

· Butte was one of the major battlefields in the struggle between unbridled corporate capitalism and organized labor. 

· In Butte, the solidarity that was forged in the mines led to unusual community cohesiveness and loyalty to place. This was one of America’s hard places, where the dirty and dangerous work was done, and yet it was also where people figured out how to live together well, despite the many differences, sacrifices, setbacks.

· The Butte saga is a very different kind of Western story—a counterpoint to the myth of the self-reliant individual who has no need of anyone else’s help. Butte is the story of people working together as one. 

· To understand Butte, you have appreciate the importance of copper: Butte boomed just as the Age of Electricity got under way. Butte was known as “the town that plumbed and electrified America.” For decades, it supplied the country with as much as a third of its copper. It also supplied the copper for two world wars.

· Another way in which Butte differed from the West: Women played very different and more significant roles than the ones typically assigned to them in the West of the imagination (dominated by such stock characters as the kind-hearted whore or hard-working ranch wife/widow). The women of Butte held the town together, patched it back together after miners died or were crippled, during strikes and layoffs, when neighborhoods were destroyed. In many respects, a matriarchal society developed in Butte. 

· Butte was a world leader in technological innovation in hard rock mining. 

· In Butte, environmental devastation—one of the unfortunate legacies of industrialized mining—is more openly displayed than most other places in the country. Nowhere is this more striking than in the juxtaposition of the old part of town and the mile-and-a-half-wide idle mine known as the Berkeley Pit. Cause and consequence sit side-by-side. 

· The entire upper Clark Fork River watershed, from the Butte mining district to Milltown Dam, 120 miles downstream, is a Superfund site—the largest in the country. The nation’s most ambitious environmental reclamation enterprise is under way in the watershed.

· The saga of Butte raises profound questions about the West and the U.S. as a whole—regarding extractive industry, the nature of work, and the relationship between mining and the consumption of natural resources, both here and overseas.

· Ultimately, the saga of Butte is a deeply moving human tale, a tale of ambition, sacrifice, generosity, tragedy, work that endures, community, solidarity.

· The Butte experience is even more relevant today, as the entire planet goes the way of urban-industrialization and the global appetite for natural resources like copper and other base metals increases. 

Finding a writer:

I realized early on that a story about Butte, Montana would require collaboration with a Butte native, and preferably a writer, a task that might not be easy. Butte is widely known as a place that is open and friendly to strangers, but it’s also a place where people possess an unusually strong sense of local identity and local loyalty. No matter how long you may live in Butte—20, 30, 50 years—you can never really claim you’re from the town unless you were born there. After deciding to make a film, I happened upon an article about Butte and copper mining that appeared in Harper’s Magazine, in October 1996. Titled “Pennies From Hell,” it was written by Edwin Dobb, a Butte native and fourth-generation descendant of Irish copper miners and Cornish tin miners. I imagined that he, like many people I knew from Butte, was living elsewhere, probably in a large city. It was my good fortune to learn that Ed, like myself, had recently returned to Montana—back to Butte, where he wanted to write about the West. 

The rest of the crew:

If possible, I like to work with the same crew members each time I make a film. Editor Jennifer Chinlund has worked with Rattlesnake Productions for over 25 years (Emmy-nominated Ishi, the Last Yahi and Contrary Warriors). Composer Todd Boekelheide (who writes original music for documentary films, such as Rattlesnake Productions’ Contrary Warriors, as well as feature films, including Amadeus and Never Cry Wolf, for each of which he won an Academy Award) and I have worked together since my first film, in the mid-1980s.

Other crew members:

· Principal cinematographer Erik Daarstad, who lives in Sandpoint, Idaho, is a highly accomplished filmmaking veteran, having worked on dozens of films over the past 50 years.
· Co-writer Eugene Corr, a skilled script writer who was nominated for an Academy Award for his documentary film about the legendary screenwriter Waldo Salt, is a successful director in his own right (Desert Bloom, starring Jon Voight).
· Sound Designer Tom Myers (recipient of two Motion Picture Sound Editors' Golden Reel Awards), led the sound team. The sound design, effects, and dialogue editing took place at Skywalker Studios, George Lucas's postproduction facility north of San Francisco. 
· Our narrator is the Irish actor Gabriel Byrne. We wrote to Byrne through his agent, telling him about Butte and the film, and asking him if he’d be interested in joining the project. As luck would have it, Byrne had heard of Butte through a much-beloved uncle who had visited the town during his travels in America. He called the producer and offered to do the narration. We recorded in New York in the spring of 2008, during a break in Byrne’s busy TV, film, and stage schedule.
Finding the right people to talk to in Butte:

Early on, we held an extensive planning session in Butte. The two-day event included local, regional, and national scholars, some of whom act as on-screen film participants (Dave Emmons, Archie Green, and Janet Finn). The purpose of this session was to get an informed consensus as to what were the most important themes and events in Butte’s long, complex, and dramatic history. We also began to take note of people in town who might be able to provide personal accounts—either eyewitness stories or stories told by parents and grandparents—of those events. The heart and soul of the film are the people, those who lived, worked, and died in Butte. So, we looked particularly hard for Butte residents who could tell stories that would be emotionally charged. We also wanted to make a film that would appeal to as broad an audience as possible, and the best way to do that is to focus on universal human experiences with which everyone can identify.

Among many fascinating characters, two who stand out:

John T. Shea was a strong candidate from the beginning. John was born into a mining family. His life spans the entire history of Butte, from his father’s introduction to the underground mines in the early 20th century through the excavation of the Berkeley Pit to the environmental and cultural reclamation that’s taking place today. John was an ironworker (or, as he was known underground, a ropeman); today he’s an engaging and inspirational storyteller, keeping the history of Butte alive and relevant. 

Marie Cassidy is a gem, and the film came together when I met her. For years, we had been looking for a woman to round out the predominantly male story about hard rock mining. Marie is the matriarch of a strong Irish-American family with a solid mining history. She had wanted to be a journalist, but like so many women of her generation, she could not go to school because she needed to work to earn money for her family. That didn’t prevent her from jotting down stories whenever she found the time, nor from reading anything about Butte she could put her hands on. Smart, articulate, forceful, Marie typifies the strength and vitality of many Butte women—women who held families and community together during the hard times as well as the good. And she remembers it all very well.   

Filming:
We shot 170 rolls of film, and about 40 tapes, including personal interviews with families, scholars, and historians; city views and landscapes; and other key shots. The team also sorted through hundreds of hours of archival film from every decade since 1910. Many of the images came from Butte’s two outstanding archival repositories—the Butte-Silver Bow Public Archives and the World Museum of Mining. Home video footage became one of the best sources for authentic documentation. We also searched through thousands of historic photographs and family mementos to create the right combination of images.

The most difficult shoot took place in the Lexington-Alice mine tunnel, where we re-created a horrendous mining disaster that occurred in 1917 (168 men lost their lives—the worst hard rock mining disaster in U.S. history). I asked a janitor at the Finlen Hotel—a young man named Jason Knowles—if he wanted to be an actor in a documentary film. Neither he, nor I, frankly, could have known what we were in for that day. The crew was weighed down with gear and equipment; it was dark, cold and wet; we waded through copper-laden water for almost eleven hours. Despite the unpleasant conditions, the scenes we shot required Jason to wear light clothing. He endured no less than 40 takes.

Website and other educational components: 

In the past, filmmakers had no viable place to deposit their research at the end of production. Technology has changed that. Rattlesnake Productions is developing a place-based, inquiry-based educational program called About PLACE! (People, Land, and Community Engagement), which will enable us to achieve one of our main goals—to develop comprehensive programs of wide-ranging and lasting value to schools and communities across Montana and throughout the Upper Clark Fork River watershed—while making use of the footage and other materials that we could not include in the film. In 2002, Rattlesnake Productions teamed up with the Clark Fork Watershed Education Program to develop a joint educational outreach effort that includes both humanities and science.
About PLACE! will encourage young people, teachers, and communities to explore relationships among people, land, and work in particular places and how those relationships might evolve in the future. The aim of the project is to help students answer the following sets of questions, thereby bridging the past and the future:

1. What do I owe to this place and this community? (In other words: Who am I? Where did I come from?) 

2. How can I contribute to this place and this community? (In other words: Why should I stay here? What can I do here? How can I create a future here?) 

Importantly, About PLACE! will help high school students develop the lasting values that arise from individual initiative and creative effort. The project will present history as a living process, a work in progress. By demonstrating that history is something that shapes everyone, as well as something that everyone has a hand in constructing, we hope to encourage young people to assume a greater degree of responsibility for their neighborhoods and their communities. The project will also serve to catalyze public discourse regarding how communities can find a healthy balance between economic development and environmental conservation. Ultimately, we hope that our work will encourage youth to stay in their hometowns—or return later—to help build healthy and vibrant communities in the region. 

The Butte, America website (completed in Winter 2009) will eventually include teacher and student curriculum materials and other educational resources.
Rattlesnake Productions, Inc., a 501 © (3) nonprofit organization producing entertaining and educational films for the public.                                                                                                                                                                                       Major funding: National Endowment for the Humanities: Great ideas brought to life • Independent Television & Video Service • M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust • Environmental Protection Agency, Butte • Montana Cultural Trust • The People of Butte. Additional funding was made possible by Butte EPA, Montana Cultural Trust, Montana Committee for Humanities, Montana Department of Commerce, Montana AFL-CIO and friends, People of Butte, and many small foundations and individual contributions.

Butte, America is a co-production of Pamela Roberts and the Independent Television & Video Service (ITVS), produced in association with KUSM-TV/MontanaPBS with funding provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB). Executive Producer for ITVS Sally Jo Fifer.
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