
ver the years pro-abortionists and pro-
lifers have often squared off over the
history of abortion. Abortion zealots

make shrill alternate claims; that women

were dying in massive numbers as a result of
having to carry their children to term, or that
millions of desperate American women died
from illegal abortions. Pro-lifers have con-

sistently denounced the obviously inflated
figures, and insist that the abortion rate only
skyrocketed post-"73. Buteven pro-life guess-
timates often fall short of reality when citing
abortion figures in some cities. Their figures
too are frequently not a clear reflection of the
“demand” for and availability of services to
rid women and society of unborn babies.

While the abortion history cited here may
not be “typical” of the trade in murder in
most areas, it certainly does represent many
large cities in America. The reality that
women bent on destroying their unborn chil-
dren created quite a demand for those willing
(for the right kind ofmoney) to assist them is
something that pro-life America needs to
realize and reflect upon. If we are ever to see

a return to justice, our eyes must be open to
seeing it dispensed evenly. Our pre-Roe v

Wade abortion history has much to teach us.
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An “abortion capitol” . . .

So, just how accessible were abortions in
the pre-Roe v. Wade days?

Very much so, at least in some areas like
Portland, Oregon, a city which in the 1940’s,
50’sand 60’s became known as the “abortion
capitol of the NW.” And despite all of the
rhetoric claiming that conditions were far
worse in an abortionist’s office than in a

legitimate physician’s office, there is abun-
dant evidence to suggest that, in fact, the
services and the surroundings were most
often identical or better because of the stiff
competition.

In an early biography which she co-

authored with the help of a newspaper re-

porter, one abortionist, Ruth Barnett, claims
to have performed abortions quite freely in
the city for five decades. And she wasn’t the
only operater in town. At the same time that
she plyed her trade in blood, there were

casily “a-dozen ‘others ‘chiropracters,
naturopaths, and M.D.’s doing the same.

In They Weep on My Doorstep, her biog-
raphy, she stated that a steady stream of
women came to see her. If she is to be
believed, sometimes up to fifty women a

day. Newspaper accounts from at least one

raid seem to support her claim to a steady and
high volume of clients.

And the illegal abortion business was

profitable too.
News articles record attempts by the federal

government to get their piece ofthe pie, claim-
ing that hundreds of thousands of dollars in
back taxes were owed to Uncle Sam. In Febru-
ary of 1952 the IRS put a lien against Ruth
Barnett’s property. They cal-
culated that she owed
them, from her
abortion
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trade, $1,163,255.43 in back taxes, fines, and
interest for the years 1945 through 1947. Barnett
claims that from abortions alone she made as

much as $182,000 ayear during the 1940’s, and
$9 million total during her career. Her daugh-
ter, Margaret St. James, was quoted in an

Oregoniannewspaper article after her mother’s
death, saying that together they “squandered
$10-$15 million dollars."

"There were boxes ofmoney sitting around
the house,” she recalled, since abortion was a

cash only business. “MYy clothing account was

about $5,000 a month.” This was in the 1940’s
when economic collapse a decade earlier and
the war in Europe made it difficult for most
Americans to meet their most basic needs.

How “open” were the clinics?
“The duly elected officers of the law,

members of the medical profession, and the
state board all knew we were in business,"
Barnett stated. "Trying to conceal the clinic,
or its purpose, would have been as impos-
sible as hiding an elephant in the parlor.”

Even former police detective, 76-year-
old Barney Shields, in a 1985 interview,
recalled that until the early 1950’s the
Portland police “never bothered any
abortion clinics. Everybody knew of
them.

. .
and [Barnett] was consid-

ered as doing pretty good quality
work as far as those people (abor-
tionists) were concerned.”

Her daughter Margaret re-

called in the same newspaper
feature that everybody knew
that abortions were being
done and who was doing
them. Physicians, cabdriv-
ers, bartenders, and even

elevator boys knew where

to refer a woman “in trouble” with a baby she
did not intend to keep.

Was it a “back alley” operation?
Notatall, at least not when it came to “Dr.

Ruth” as she was known to clients and mem-

bers of the vice squad.
“A clinic such as mine was not that at

all,” she states in her book. “It was a bright,
cheerful place, where women’s problems
were handled quickly, efficiently, and with
dignity,” as though the business of butcher-
ing babies was a wholesome or even legiti-
mate medical practice.

“The clinic was outfitted with marble
sinks, gold-plated faucets, waiting rooms

with oil paintings and Oriental rugs so beau-
tiful that Dr. Ruth would have friends come

in for lunch,” according to her daughter.
“Clients had tea” in what Margaret de-

scribed as “a lovely recovering room.” And
one of the nurses would cook for them, doing
such a good job that friends and others would
call her meals “Barnett’s Blue Plate Special.”

And what of the 1864 Criminal Abortion
Act which made abortion illegal in Oregon?

Barnett claimed “the archaic statute,”
instituted less than thirty years before her
own birth in 1891, “had never been consid-
ered.” Indeed the authorities all seemed to
look the other way, regarding her business as

a " necessary ‘evil.”

“Ruth Barnett, The
Abortionist Queen”.

Ruth Barnett was clearly the most promi-
nent abortionist in Oregon, and the most
prominent female abortionist in the north-
west. To legitimately be termed a “Doctor,”
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