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ABSTRACT: From 1880 through the gas boom period (1887—
1900), several east-central Indiana towns and small cities
hosted thriving brothel scenes. Toleration existed along-
side campaigns to arrest and fine sex workers and their
clients. Newspapers played an important role in the toler-
ation dynamic, narrating efforts to regulate and suppress
sex work, while cultivating public knowledge about sex
workers and brothel locations. Exploring reportage of sex
work and the municipal preference for fines over expul-
sion, trends emerge of the careers and migration of sex
workers. In contrast to the 1858 prediction of New York
City physician William Sanger that sex-worker careers
lasted only a few years, newspapers reveal some women
working for over a decade. Long careers signal toleration,
which undermines the traditional narrative of gender-ratio
imbalance prompting the arrival of sex workers in boom-
towns. Mapping brothels and arrests in Muncie, Kokomo, and
Elwood, Indiana, also challenges the existence of a single vice
district in each city, revealing the integration of sex workers
into the urban fabric.
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At one o'clock this morning two pair of pimps and soiled doves
made the night hideous on East Washington Street, by their cursing
and other midnight howlings. The police should have happened
that way and taken them in.

Muncie Daily Times!

Muncie, though a crossroads town, celebrated mostly for its bawdy
house sensations, apes city airs and would have the world believe
that it is a place of importance.

Muncie Morning News?

n July 23, 1881, the front page of the Muncie Daily Times featured—

high on the second column of the front page for all its readers to see—
an article about pimps and “soiled doves” (sex workers). In September 1882,
the Muncie Morning News reprinted a piece from the Anderson Recorder.
Intended to insult, the piece reinforced the assumption that readers in
Anderson and Muncie knew about local sex-work practitioners. Public
knowledge and practice of vice activities were already well entrenched in
east-central Indiana’s small cities from the early 1880s, even before the
natural gas boom of 1887-1900 brought new factories, workers, neigh-
borhoods, and wealth.

As one Kokomo Daily Tribune reporter noted, toleration, rather than
eradication, characterized the authorities’ approach to sex work: “These
women are brought in at regular periods and fined. They are not required
to leave town, and they are not required, apparently, to cease business.
Their places of business are known and apparently established. They are

! Muncie Daily Times, July 23, 1881, newspapers.com.

2“No Such Game was Played Here,” Muncie Morning News, September 13, 1882, newspapers.com.
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brought in again and again. They plead guilty and return to their homes,
with their ‘girls’ in tow, only to be brought in again at some date not
far distant.” The Tribune published this in May 1909, following a brief
account of raids on three brothels and the arrest of Cora Gray Kemp Carney
and Fay Drake for keeping disorderly houses (brothels). The description
epitomized the dynamic that structured sex work in east-central Indiana
towns and cities both before the gas boom and during the boom era’s rapid
industrialization and urban growth. Paradoxically, the toleration of sex
work existed alongside an ongoing campaign to arrest and fine sex workers
and their clients. Newspapers played an important role in the toleration
dynamic, as they narrated efforts to regulate and suppress sex work while
simultaneously feeding an interest in reading about vice and publicizing
the identities of sex workers.

Cora Gray Kemp Carney’s long career shows how newspaper reporting
facilitated public knowledge and interest in vice activities, while track-
ing the punishment of vice participants. Kokomo’s newspapers reported
Carney’s first arrest in 1885 and her last arrest in 1909. Readers of the
Tribune learned about charges brought against Carney for keeping and
residing in “a house of ill repute,” associating with prostitutes, assault,
public intoxication, and the illegal sale of liquor. Newspapers reported
on Carney’s colleagues and clients, her place of work, the assaults that
she suffered from her violent sister, and even her divorce and subsequent
remarriage. In 1895, at Carney’s trial for keeping a brothel, the Kokomo
Daily Gazette Tribune described the public curiosity about sex workers’
lives, noting “as is usual in such trials, there was a large crowd expecting
testimony of a smutty character but they were largely disappointed.”*

Examining the history of sex workers in east-central Indiana—
particularly Muncie, Kokomo, Richmond, and Elwood—reveals evidence of
a regional dynamic. Local newspapers responded to public interest, know-
ing that scandal sold newspapers while also illustrating policing efforts.
Journalists perpetuated public awareness of sex work by commonly report-
ing the sequence of illegal activity, arrest, trial, and sentence or acquittal.
Their narrative led to some often-arrested sex workers becoming public
figures. Newspaper reports from these communities reveal that some women
worked for several years.

3 “Beat His Wife on the Street,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, May 10, 1909, newspaperarchive.com.

*“In the Minor Courts,” Kokomo Daily Gazette Tribune, February 19, 1895, newspaperarchive.com.
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Newspaper accounts also expand historians’ knowledge of sex work
within particular communities by locating arrests in named brothels or at
urban crossroads. Location might be vague (“in the Southside”), general
(“on Vine Street”), or specific (“at Seymour and Beacon Streets”). Mapping
sex work based on arrest accounts reveals that in cities that tolerated sex
work in the early 1880s, sex workers tended to meet clients in commercial
districts, often with a high density of saloons, or near railroad depots and
factories, sometimes abutting residential areas. Newspaper accounts of
sex workers’ careers expose the long-term knowledge, integration, and
toleration of sex work. Some papers continued to report on sex workers’
activities even after they had moved away, exposing the common trend of
workers moving among east-central Indiana cities and towns. This migration
underscores the consistent toleration of sex work and the expectation that
ample clientele could be found across the region. Both factors resulted in
long careers for some sex workers. This finding challenges the conclusions
of physician William Sanger, who predicted in 1858, based on his studies
in New York City, that sex workers on average lasted only a few years in
the profession.’

EAsT-CENTRAL INDIANA

In the 1880s and 1890s, east-central Indiana’s towns and small cities were not
isolated either technologically or socially from the influence of their distant
metropolitan cousins. New railroad, telegraph, and telephone connections
linked them with the urban centers that drove the country. At the same
time, metropolitan concerns with vice also emerged. In 1882, the Anderson
Herald Bulletin reprinted a column from the New York Independent calling
for strong punishment against adulterers, brothelkeepers and clients, and
spouses at fault in divorce proceedings: “Vice is a deadlier crime against
the community than debasing the coin, and should be severely punished.”®
Newspaper accounts reveal, however, that Anderson and other east-central
Indiana cities already tolerated small brothel communities, much as New
York City did.

East-central Indiana towns and cities participated actively in a
rural-urban transfer network via the movement of people, news, goods,

>William W. Sanger, The History of Prostitution: Its Extent, Causes, and Effects throughout the World
(New York, 1858), 346-48, 455.

°“Polygamy and Other Polygyny,” Anderson Herald Bulletin, March 3, 1882, newspaperarchive.com.
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and technology. Frank Felsenstein, James Connolly, and other historians
have focused on the region’s technological and cultural progress, ignor-
ing the fact that sex work also responded to the migratory patterns that
moved worker-clients and enriched host cities.” A flourishing historiography
about vice activities has grown up examining large cities (e.g., New York,
Chicago, New Orleans) and boomtowns (e.g., Hays City, Kansas; Ouray,
Colorado; Eau Claire, Wisconsin), yet there are few studies of sex work
in smaller communities.® Connolly and Bruce Geelhoed’s observation that
“the urban history of the United States is, for the most part, metropolitan
history” encourages historians to expand the historiography by seeing how
sex work occurred in smaller cities.’

Table 1: Population of Principal and Lesser Cities, East-Central Indiana,
1880-1910*

1880 1890 1900 1910
Principal cities

Anderson 4,126 10,741 20,178 22,476
Kokomo 4,042 8,201 10,609 17,010
Marion 3,182 8,769 17,337 14,539
Muncie 5,219 11,345 20,942 24,005

Lesser cities
Alexandria — 715 7,221 5,096
Elwood 750 2,284 12,950 11,028

* Statistics of the Population of the United States at the Tenth Census (June 1, 1880), Table 19:
Population of Minor Civil Divisions—Indiana (Washington, D. C., 1880), 115-25; Report on
Population of the United States at the Eleventh Census: 1890, Part 1, Statistics of Population: Cities,
Towns, Villages, and Boroughs, Table 8 (Washington, D. C., 1895), 378-92; Census Reports,
Volume 1, Twelfth Census of the United States, Taken in the Year 1900, Population, Part 1, Minor
Civil Divisions, Table 5 (Washington, D. C., 1901), 134-44; Thirteenth Census of the United
States Taken in the Year 1910, Volume 2: Population, 1910, Reports by States, Indiana, Table 1
(Washington, D. C., 1913), 524-40.

"Frank Felsenstein and James J. Connolly, What Middletown Read: Print Culture in an American
Small City (Amherst, Mass., 2015), 17-20; Ned H. Griner, Gas Boom Society (Muncie, Ind., 1991);
Ralph D. Gray, Alloys and Automobiles: The Life of Elwood Haynes (Indianapolis, Ind., 1979).

8 Cynthia M. Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin: Black Women’s Sex Work in Turn-of-the-Century
Chicago (Chicago, 2010); Timothy J. Gilfoyle, City of Eros: New York City, Prostitution, and
the Commercialization of Sex, 1790-1920 (New York, 1994); Emily Epstein Landau, Spectacular
Wickedness: Sex, Race, and Memory in Storyville, New Orleans (Baton Rouge, La., 2013).

°James J. Connolly and E. Bruce Geelhoed, “The Small City Experience in the Midwest: An
Introduction,” Indiana Magazine of History 99 (December 2003), 307.
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James A. Glass established a chronology of suburban platting, factory
openings, and factory closings in the four principal cities of east-central
Indiana’s gas boom region, and compared that with population data during
the years of the boom. Using access to railway lines at the beginning of the
gas boom (in 1886-87) as an indicator, Glass identified Muncie, Marion,
Kokomo, and Anderson as those principal cities, since they were stops on
at least three of the four major railway lines running through the state.
Glass argued that, from the late 1880s, these cities followed a similar trajec-
tory in their pursuit of industrialization and population growth, propelled
by exploitation of natural gas resources.'’ Table 1 tracks the population
growth of six cities identified by Glass as following this expansion strategy.
Applying this model to uncover the response to vice activity begins to fill
the historiographical gap. Adding the larger proximate city of Richmond to
the analysis broadens the comparative perspective. In 1880, Richmond was
the Wayne County seat; held a population of 12,742; and hosted Earlham
College, the Quaker higher educational institution established in 1859.
The city, close to the Ohio border, was not part of the gas boom, but it had
a history of light rivalry with Muncie and hosted sex workers alongside
sites of industry." Much of Richmond’s growing population, like that of
Glass’s principal cities, worked in factories, including Gaar, Scott and
Company, established 1849, which made threshing machines; the Hoosier
Drill Works, established in 1878, which manufactured seeding machines;
and the Wayne Works, established in 1876, which built carriages and ‘kid-
hacks.””® As this article shows, these east-central Indiana cities sustained
communities of sex workers for decades, even as newspapers periodically
lamented their presence and regularly reported their arrests and fines.

From the early 1890s, Elwood and Alexandria exhibited similar char-
acteristics to the four principal cities, but for a shorter period of time
and involving a lesser degree of wealth. These smaller cities had access
to fewer major railway lines and represent communities that occupied
a second, lesser wave of expansion beginning in the early 1890s. As

!0 James A. Glass, “The Gas Boom in East Central Indiana,” Indiana Magazine of History 96
(December 2000), 313-35.

11 Statistics of the Population of the United States at the Tenth Census (June 1, 1880), Table 19:
Population of Minor Civil Divisions—Indiana (Washington, D. C., 1880), 125.

2 Felsenstein and Connolly, What Middletown Read, 18.

3 Richmond’s Historical Timeline: Richmond Businesses, Morrison-Reeves Library, https:/mrlinfo
.org/history/bicentimeline/businesses.htm.
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Table 1 shows, the population of the four principal cities more than doubled
each decade from 1880 to 1900, and then slowed dramatically from 1900
to 1910. While the two lesser cities also grew dramatically, their growth
occurred in a compressed period between 1890 and 1900. Newspaper
accounts of brothel activity in Elwood and Alexandria also cluster in the
mid- to late 1890s.

In all six communities, as well as Richmond, brothels already operated
before the gas boom, and municipal toleration of sex work was in place by
1880, continuing into the early 1900s. Historians have been slow to explore
vice activity in Indiana in the late nineteenth century beyond the cities of
Indianapolis and Fort Wayne.'* While this topic has been fertile ground
for historians of nineteenth-century metropolises, historians of midwestern
cities and towns have not yet exploited the ample resources available for
study. By investigating the history of brothels and sex workers’ careers in
Kokomo, Muncie, Elwood, and Richmond in the 1880s, this article fills an
important gap in Hoosier social history and sex work research.

EARLY TOLERATION OF SEX WORK

Evidence of the toleration of sex work in four east-central Indiana cities
in the early 1880s undermines the belief that sex work and increased vice
activity developed with the gas boom’s population growth. Robert S. and
Helen Merrell Lynds’ description of Muncie before 1886 as “a placid
county-seat” uses industrialization as a proxy for culture and vice. Their
evocation of a simpler time—with less crime and industry and fewer
people—conflicts with the contemporary knowledge and practice of sex
work; their narrative of dramatic industrial and social change sets the stage
for identifying a surging population of male workers and the consequent
gender imbalance as the causes of increased sex work."> While Muncie expe-
rienced a gender imbalance in the 1880s and 1890s, it was far less than what
newly founded industrial boomtowns experienced. Anne Butler’s study of
the toleration of sex work in American communities with a preponderance

*Paul Mullins, “Landscapes of Ill Fame: Prostitution in the Turn-of-the-Century Circle City,”
May 29, 2017, https://invisibleindianapolis.wordpress.com/2017/05/29/landscapes-of-ill-fame
-prostitution-in-the-turn-of-the-century-circle-city/; John D. Beatty, “Cyprians, Shanty Dancers,
and Ladies of Pleasure: Prostitution in Fort Wayne from the Canal to the Progressive Era,” Old
Fort News 64, no. 1 (2001), 17-20.

>Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture (New
York, 1929), 12.
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of single male workers encouraged later historians to continue examining
the relationship between vice activity and the rapid growth of industrial
and mining towns.'* Dwight Hoover noted that Munsonians of the 1890s
felt a “heightened sense of the need for public order” after observing more
arrests for sexual misconduct, intoxication, and violence.!” The Lynds used
1890 newspaper articles to argue “that all was not serene underneath [the
city’s surface], particularly after the influx of population accompanying the
gas boom.”'® They posited an influx of sex workers who were seen, known,
and commonly identified by newspapers. Yet more arrests do not necessarily
indicate an increase in sex workers, but an increased effort to prosecute
them. Butler and Neil Larry Shumsky argue that by 1900 most American
cities had an area that was commonly known to tolerate vice activity.'® In
east-central Indiana, sex work during the early 1880s took place in brothels
and saloons located in the commercial center or along corridors leading
to railroad depots and factories. In Muncie, Anne Szopa found that there
was no distinct “tenderloin” or red-light district, even though newspapers
repeated the phrase. Instead, sex workers, brothels, and disorderly saloons
were integrated into and spread across the larger community.*

A similar dynamic appeared in Kokomo, Elwood, and Richmond, but
it has been obscured by the perceived impacts of imbalanced sex ratios.
The rapid growth of Glass’s six sample cities identifies a boomtown phase
that elsewhere has structured a narrative about vice activity. Boomtown
historians like Bonnie Ripp-Shucha have argued that when a city’s sex
ratio stabilized following a period of dramatic population growth, public
toleration for vice activity waned. In Eau Claire, Wisconsin, Ripp-Shucha
saw “a direct link” between sex work and sex ratios. In 1860, when the
town was dominated by lumber mills and the ratio of men to women was
139.1 males to 100 females, there was a high level of toleration. As the
city’s commercial center grew and more migrant families settled locally,
the ratio changed to 125.8 males to 100 females in 1870, and 122.1 males

'® Anne M. Butler, Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery: Prostitutes in the American West, 1865-90
(Urbana, 111., 1985), 100-103.

"Dwight W. Hoover, “Middletown: A Case Study of Religious Development, 1827-1982,” Social
Compass 38 (September 1991), 280-81.

8 Lynd and Lynd, Middletown, 112.

“Neil Larry Shumsky, “Tacit Acceptance: Respectable Americans and Segregated Prostitution,
1870-1910,” Journal of Social History 19, no. 4 (Summer 1986), 665-79.

» Anne Szopa, “Images of Women in Muncie Newspapers: 1895-1915” (Ph.D. diss., Ball State
University, 1986), 28.
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to 100 females in 1880. By 1890, when the sex ratio was 109.8 men to 100
women, the city began to segregate sex work away from more respectable
business areas. Ripp-Shucha argues that in 1900, when the sex ratio was
102.2 males to 100 females, there was little public evidence of sex work.?!
Hollie Marquess identifies a similar dynamic in Hays City, Kansas, in the
late 1870s and 1880s. The town’s proximity to soldiers at Fort Hays and
the Union Pacific Railroad’s Eastern Division terminus ensured a large
population of employed men with few resident spouses. When Volga
German farmers began to settle the land around Hays City, rebalancing
the sex ratio, public opinion turned against sex workers, and fines rose.?
Examining Fort Wayne in the 1830s and 1840s, John Beatty described a
similar sex ratio imbalance, against which he set the development of sex
work. In 1830 there were 169.74 men for every 100 women aged 15 to 50
years old. Ten years later the demographic imbalance in that age group
had shrunk slightly to 161.84 men for every 100 women.” Historians’
emphasis on sex ratios underlines how popular the demographic approach
has become in explaining sex work’s proliferation.

Tracking the population of east-central Indiana principal cities by
gender during the 1880s is challenging, as the federal census collected
data once every ten years and the more frequently published city directo-
ries rarely provided population data divided by sex.** Muncie is the only
city in Glass’s sample that has a run of city directories offering this type
of data. Table 2 shows that during the early period of sex worker arrests,
the sex ratio imbalance in Muncie was never as severe as that seen in Eau
Claire or Hays City, although a slight imbalance did exist in the 1870s and
early 1880s. In 1876, for example, for every 100 males, there were 102.73
females. The arrival of new factories and large numbers of male workers
in the late 1880s and 1890s led to a more pronounced sex ratio imbalance
in the other direction, but levels still did not approach those identified
by Ripp-Shucha or Marquess. By 1893 there were 115.57 males for every
100 females; in 1903 there were 108.17 males for every 100 females; and
by 1913 there were 109.16 males for every 100 females.

2 Bonnie Ripp-Shucha, “This Naughty, Naughty City: Prostitution in Eau Claire from the Frontier
to the Progressive Era,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 81, no. 1 (Autumn 1997), 33-35.

2 Hollie Marquess, “The Frontier Demimonde: Prostitution in Early Hays City, 1867-1883,”
Kansas History 43, no. 4 (Winter 2020-2021), 217-32.

2 Beatty, “Cyprians, Shanty Dancers, and Ladies of Pleasure,” 4.

2 Emerson’s directories for Muncie did this regularly, but Polk’s and Kramer’s directories for
Anderson and Richmond never did. Kokomo’s extant directories from this period are sporadic.
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Table 2: Sex Ratios in Muncie, 1880-1900"

Sex Ratios
City Year Males Females (Males:

Females)
Muncie 1876 2,345 2,409 97.34:100
Muncie 1881 no population data — —
Muncie 1885 no population data — —
Muncie 1889 6,562 5,963 115.57:100
Muncie 1891 6,655 6,275 106.06:100
Muncie 1893 10,595 9,168 115.57:100
Muncie 1895 11,755 10,530 | 111.63:100
Muncie 1897 13,208 12,319 | 107.22:100
Muncie 1899 14,406 13,332 108.06:100
Muncie 1901 15,126 14,275 105.96:100
Muncie 1903 16,423 15,183 108.17:100
Muncie 1905 17,111 16,110 106.21:100
Muncie 1907 17,538 16,498 | 106.30:100
Muncie 1909 no population data — —
Muncie 1911 16,435 15,822 103.87:100
Muncie 1913 18,180 16,654 109.16:100

* We are very grateful to Kate McGinn at the Indiana State Library for assistance compiling
this data, which derives from city directories: Charles Emerson’s Muncie Directory 1876-1877
(Muncie, Ind., 1876), 17; Muncie, Indiana, 1891-1892. A Transcription of the Emerson’s Muncie
Directory With a Street Directory And a Post Office Directory Compiled from the Transcription
(Muncie, Ind., 2006), 2; Emerson’s Muncie Directory 1893 (Richmond, Ind., 1893), 12; Emerson’s
Muncie Directory (Illustrated.) 1895-6 (Muncie, Ind., 1895); Emerson’s Muncie Directory Illustrated.
1897-8 (Muncie, Ind., 1897), 5; Emerson’s Muncie Directory 1899-1900 (Muncie, Ind., 1899);
Emerson’s Muncie Directory (Illustrated) 1901-1902 (Muncie, Ind., 1901), 5; Emerson’s Muncie
Directory 1903—-04 (Muncie, Ind., 1903), 3; Emerson’s Muncie Directory (Illustrated) 1905-1906
(Muncie, Ind., 1905), 5; Emerson’s Muncie Directory (Illustrated) 1907-08 (Muncie, Ind., 1907),
80; Emerson’s Delaware County Rural Route Directory 1911-1912 (Muncie, Ind., 1911); Emerson’s
Muncie Directory 1913-1914 (Muncie, Ind., 1913), 68.

Figure 1 shows that even at the point of greatest imbalance between
men and women in Muncie (115.57:100 in 1889 and 1893), the ratio
was still far less unequal than it was in Eau Claire (139.1:100). Ripp-
Shucha notes that the tipping point for toleration of sex work in Eau
Claire coincided with a ratio of 109.8 men to 100 women. Muncie was
never far from this tipping point, undermining the likelihood that gender
imbalance was the cause of sex work toleration in the city. In turn, the
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common belief that the natural gas boom brought new groups of single
male workers who drove the demand for sex work appears unfounded.
While it is possible that this new group became clients of Muncie’s sex
workers, their arrival did not initiate local sex work. In 1886 there was
already a community of brothels in Muncie that was known, delimited,
and tolerated by locals.

Many historians of the Midwest are familiar with the boomtown nar-
rative of swift industrial growth, rapid urban expansion, and substantial
migration. Jack S. Blocker, for example, has shown how Black migration
to small industrializing cities like Muncie, which had low levels of racial
violence and a stable Black community, occurred at a higher rate than
white migration in this period.*” John Hewitt and Hoover’s study of crime
and “modernization” in Muncie argued for “a higher standard of public

»Jack S. Blocker, “Black Migration to Muncie, 1860-1930,” Indiana Magazine of History 92
(December 1996), 297-320.
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behavior” and a lower rate of serious crime by the gas boom’s end.” Yet,
the boomtown narrative that emphasizes the presence of natural gas, new
factories, and migrating workers does not account for the presence of
sex workers in communities before population growth created a slight
sex ratio imbalance. There were brothels in all four principal cities in the
early to mid-1880s that predated the influx of male workers. Newspaper
accounts are particularly rich for Kokomo, Muncie, and Elwood. They
show that the cities’ brothels continued to operate through the gas boom
period and that sex workers grew in number. The sustained presence of
sex workers argues for the same toleration that Shumsky saw from 1900,
but pushes back the date to the early 1880s.?” This finding supports and
expands Jessica Pliley’s argument that by the mid-nineteenth century most
American cities tolerated brothels as part of an urban sporting culture
that “expanded in the 1830s, increased further in the 1850s, peaked in
the post-Civil War period.””® Ruth Rosen has argued that in the years
after the American Civil War, many communities covertly acknowledged
prostitution as an inevitable and necessary protection for women, even as
it stood in opposition to the middle-class Christian values that dominated
small towns and cities.”® Although historians usually envision much larger
communities than those in east-central Indiana, this research on smaller
cities supports Rosen’s belief about covert toleration, while also establish-
ing a bridge between Pliley’s argument that sees decline after 1900 and
Shumsky’s argument that uses 1900 as a benchmark.

Although scant newspaper accounts of prostitution in Kokomo exist
from the late 1870s and early 1880s, an arrest account from 1884 both
celebrated the city’s new jail on South Main Street and argued for even
more arrests: “There is now no use in having our streets lined every night
with brazen-faced prostitutes. Lock them up until the jail is full.”*® The
article suggests that the new jail offered a solution to the existing problem

* John D. Hewitt and Dwight W. Hoover, “Local Modernization and Crime: The Effects of
Modernization on Crime in Middletown, 1845-1910,” Law and Human Behavior 6, no. 3—4
(September 1982), 323.

2 Shumsky, “Tacit Acceptance,” 665-79.

8 Jessica Pliley, “Prostitution in America,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of American History
(November 20, 2018), 1, 6, https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.013.121.

2 Ruth Rosen, The Lost Sisterhood: Prostitution in America, 1900—1918 (Baltimore, Md., 1982), 3;
Pliley, “Prostitution in America,” 6, 8, 13.

30 Kokomo Gagette Tribune, June 17, 1884, newspaperarchive.com.
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of sex workers. From 1884, local newspapers did carry regular reports of
arrested sex workers, perhaps because of the new central holding space.
Cora Gray Kemp Carney was not the only sex worker followed by Kokomo’s
newspapers. Table 3 lists seventeen women identified by newspapers as
arrested for prostitution in Kokomo before and on the cusp of gas boom
expansion (1884-1888). Although this list represents only a fraction of
the women arrested in the 1880s before the city’s expansion, it shows the
consistent presence of sex workers and repeated arrests. In this five-year
period, Kokomo police arrested Dora Copper five times and at least five
other women two times each. Cora Grey Kemp Carney and Lida Lang
Warwick Reichenbach Huskins would continue in this trade for more
than a decade.

Table 3: Reported Arrests for Prostitution in Kokomo, 1884-1888"

Name 1st Arrest 2nd Arrest | Later Arrests
Lida Lang Warwick August 1884 | June 1885
Reichenbach Huskins
Lida Sipe August 1884
Emma Ballinger August 1884
Mollie Brown June 1885 August 1886
Annie Yount June 1885
Cora Gray Kemp June 1885 September
Carney 1885
June 1885 September August 1886
Dora Copper 1885 March 1888
July 1888
September June 1887
Sarah Malosh 1885
September
Florence Graham 1885
September | August 1886
Emma Bradford 1885
Minnie Bradford August 1886
Sharp

Eliza (Lizzie) Reed August 1886

(Continued)
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Table 3. Continued.

Nettie Hamilton August 1886
Mollie Thrasher June 1887
Maggie Herbert January 1888
Jane Hall™ March 1888
Eva Ross July 1888

* “Court Calls,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, August 19, 1884; “Court Calls,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune,
September 1, 1885; Kokomo Gazette Tribune, September 15, 1885; “Among the Daisies,” Kokomo
Saturday Tribune, June 2, 1885; Kokomo Gazette Tribune, September 15, 1885; “In the Quay,” Kokomo
Gazette Tribune, August 3, 1886; “The Central Pulled,” Kokomo Evening Gazette Tribune, June 1,
1887; Kokomo Gazette Tribune, March 8, 1888; Kokomo Evening Gazette Tribune, July 25, 1888;
“Hived by Harley,” Kokomo Evening Gazette Tribune, April 10, 1889, all newspaperarchive.com.
** Jane Hall might also be “Jennie Hall,” who was arrested for prostitution in April and May 1889.

Notably, newspaper reporters did not identify all the sex workers
arrested during this period. There are indications that Kokomo police offi-
cers arrested women whose names did not appear in newspaper accounts.
In June 1884 the Kokomo Gazette Tribune reported that “two soiled doves
were picked up on the streets Friday night” and under arrest in the city
jail.>® The women remained unnamed. In September 1887 the Kokomo
Evening Gazette Tribune asserted: “The police are doing good work raiding
dives and pulling the inmates. Another haul was made Friday evening,
and two unctuous females to fame well known and a maudlin Lothario
of similar proclivities were pranced into court to answer to the charge
of prostitution. Others are spotted and will be held to answer the same
charge.”* The account spoke to public concern and indicated police action,
without sharing names. In July 1889 it was sufficient to describe the women
arrested as “old offenders, whose names have frequently appeared on the
court docket,” indicating that some sex workers had lived in Kokomo for
several years and were known to police, judges, and reporters.* Thus, a sex
worker’s absence from the newspaper does not equate with her adopting a
different profession or leaving town. As newspapers selected which arrests
to report and did not identify every sex worker arrested, Table 3 must be
an under-report of Kokomo’s arrested sex workers.

1 bid.
32 Kokomo Evening Gazette Tribune, September 24, 1887, newspaperarchive.com.

33 Kokomo Daily Gazette Tribune, July 12, 1889, newspaperarchive.com.
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A similar situation appears in Muncie in the years before the dis-

covery of natural gas. From 1880 to 1882 Muncie newspapers frequently

reported arrests, trials, and fines for prostitution and brothelkeeping,

usually identifying all women arrested and sometimes locating their arrest
site. As Table 4 reveals, Muncie police arrested at least nineteen women in

this three-year period for prostitution and brothelkeeping. As in Kokomo,
a few women were identified relationally (for example “and her sister”

or “and two girls”), rather than with their proper names. In a few cases,
a discrepancy exists between the arrests that appear in the newspapers
and the extant county circuit court cases. The latter cases are noted in

the footnotes.

Table 4: Reported Arrests for Prostitution in Muncie, 1880-1882*

Name 1st Arrest 2nd Arrest | Later Arrests

Belle Nichols® January 1880 | February 1881 July 1881

Rebecca Keplingers May 1880 April 1881 A;;uiitIISSSE;l

Jenny Acard May 1880

Ella Diggins June 1880

Elizabeth Marble / November April 1881 May 1881

Madam Brown? 1880 (attempted)
July 1881
(attempted)

Sarah Singleton January 1881

Ella Collins February 1881

Pearl Stevens March 1881 June 1881

Ida Pugh April 1881 October 1881

Jesse Bailey April 1881

Ada Belle Douglas April 1881¢

Mary Rounds July 1881

Emma Accord / July 1881 February 1882

Ackert

Emma / Ella July 1881

Wolcott

Elizabeth Rowe August 1881

Manning

(Continued)
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Table 4. Continued.

Julia Thomas' February 1882
Jane Craig April 1882
Emma Elder April 1882
Sarah Hyatt December
1882
Emma Bird December
1882

* Muncie Morning News, May 24, 1880; Muncie Daily Times, May 25, 1880; Muncie Morning
News, June 7, 1880; Muncie Daily Times, November 24, 1880; “City News,” Muncie Morning
News, February 18, 1881; Muncie Morning News, March 16, 1881; “City News,” Muncie Morning
News, April 5, 1881; “Court Notes,” Muncie Morning News, April 6, 1881; “City News,” Muncie
Morning News, April 9, 1881; Muncie Morning News, May 16, 1881; Muncie Morning News, June
16, 1881; “After ‘Em!” Muncie Morning News, July 2, 1881; Muncie Morning News, July 9, 1881;
Muncie Morning News, July 13, 1881; Muncie Morning News, July 20, 1881; “Elizabeth’s Error,”
Muncie Morning News, August 9, 1881; Muncie Daily Times, August 25, 1881; Muncie Morning
News, October 12, 1881; “The Mayor’s Court,” Muncie Morning News, February 1, 1882; “In the
Cooler,” Muncie Morning News, April 29, 1882; “Soiled Doves,” Muncie Morning News, December
27, 1882, all newspapers.com.

® In January 1880 and February 1881, Belle Nichols was called before the Delaware County
Circuit Court on a charge of prostitution; Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #None
(Prostitution, 1881), Delaware County Record Image Search.

¢ In March 1883, Rebecca Keplinger was called before the Delaware County Circuit Court on
a charge of prostitution; Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #581 (Prostitution,
1883), Delaware County Record Image Search.

4 In October 1878 and January 1879, Elizabeth Marble appeared before the Delaware County
Circuit Court on a charge of prostitution; Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #674
(Prostitution, 1878) and Cause #N/A (Prostitution, 1879), Delaware County Record Image Search.
¢ Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #956 (Prostitution, 1881), Delaware County
Record Image Search.

" In January 1881, Julia Thomas was called before the Delaware County Circuit Court on a
charge of prostitution; Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #None (Prostitution,
1881), Delaware County Record Image Search.

In Table 4, the women who were arrested several times, namely
Belle Nichols, Rebecca Keplinger, and Elizabeth Marble, were all
brothelkeepers. Many of the other women listed in the table lived and
worked with them, and in turn were arrested with them. For example,
in February 1881 Ella Collins lived with Belle Nichols, and in May
1880 Jenny Acard lived with Rebecca Keplinger. In April 1882, Muncie
newspapers reported that Keplinger was arrested with “her three girls,
Jane Craig and her sister, and Emma Elder,” indicating turnover in
brothel residents.>* Although she used a euphemism (“seamstress”)

3*“In the Cooler,” Muncie Morning News, April 29, 1882, newspapers.com.



SEX WORK IN EAST-CENTRAL INDIANA

that was familiar to contemporaries, Elizabeth Marble advertised for
sex workers in the same newspaper that reported her arrests. In 1879
she placed an ad calling for “Five good seamstress’ to work at dress
making immediately, at No. 19 S. High street.”?> As Marble does not
appear in the 1881-82 city directory under the heading “Dress and
Cloak Makers,” there is a high likelihood that this was a ruse.’® In July
1880 the Muncie Morning News printed an ad: “Wanted: boarders at
the Brown house,” but one year later the same newspaper called it a
“notorious house” and a bagnio.”’

Unlike Muncie and Kokomo newspapers, in which reporters avidly
followed the arrests and trials of sex workers, Anderson papers offer only
hints about the city’s sex workers. In 1879 a fight broke out between
a former deputy marshal and a newspaper editor who had printed a
letter written by the deputy to a brothel resident.’® In May 1882 a new
prosecuting attorney turned his attention to sex workers and “his first
move . . . was to open up on a den of prostitution,” arresting nine
cohabiting sex workers.*® The following month two Anderson constables
tracked and arrested a fifteen-year-old sex worker, but lost her pimp.*
In 1886 a loud brawl between sex workers inside and outside “Loftus’
shop on North Main Street” resulted in broken glass windows and was
dispersed around midnight.*! These brief reports suggest that a small
community of sex workers resided in Anderson. Only periodically did
their loud and more obvious acts overcome local newspapers’ reluctance
to discuss vice activity. More brief accounts of sex workers appear from
the mid-1890s, including reports of violence against workers by brothel

* Muncie Morning News, May 22, 1879, newspapers.com.

*In 1886 readers in Noblesville encountered a report of girls leaving Indianapolis to learn
dressmaking in Chicago, only to find that they had joined a brothel. Hamilton County Democrat,
November 5, 1886, newspapers.com; 18811882 Charles Emerson’s Muncie Directory (Indianapolis,
Ind., 1881), 134.

3" Notably, “the Brown house” (not to be confused with J. H. Brown who ran the Shady Side
boarding house) does not appear in the listing of public boarding houses, suggesting that it was
not as indiscriminate as the other nine houses. 1881-1882 Charles Emerson’s Muncie Directory,
131; Muncie Morning News, July 15, 1880, May 16, 1881, and July 2, 1881, all newspapers.com.

¥ Muncie Morning News, August 5, 1879, newspapers.com.
3 Anderson Herald Bulletin, May 19, 1882, newspaperarchive.com.

# This couple was Mary Widener and Asbury Fisher. Anderson Herald Bulletin, June 23, 1882,
newspaperarchive.com.

* Anderson Democrat, September 24, 1886, newspaperarchive.com.
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clients. However, in the early 1880s, Anderson’s newspapers, unlike
those of other cities, mostly avoided recounting sex workers’ experiences
and did not publish arrest reports.

In contrast, Richmond provides an early example of sex work with
far more consistent records. Although the city was not part of the gas field
and initially had a larger population than Muncie or Kokomo, Glass noted
that it still benefited from gas boom expansion and so has a place in this
discussion.* Richmond’s newspapers reported local knowledge and toler-
ation of sex work in the period before and after Reconstruction.* In 1860
the Richmond Weekly Palladium printed a letter citing the editor’s knowledge
of “several houses of prostitution in this city which are resorted to daily by
crowds of young men.”** A decade later, in August 1870, the Anderson Herald
noted that Richmond had ordered its sex workers to leave town.* This was
likely an incomplete or reversed banishment, since in November 1871, the
Weekly Palladium reported that Richmond’s municipal government had
collected $120 in fines in a single month for visiting brothels. Twenty-two
people were arrested for visiting houses of ill-fame, but curiously no one
was arrested for residing in such a house.* Clearly, sex workers resided in
the city, even if they were arrested less often than their clients for the greater
offense of prostitution or for residing in a house of ill-fame. Through the
1870s, newspapers continued to report on arrests of brothelkeepers and
residents, undermining the vision of a vice-free community.*

Richmond’s newspapers provide particularly rich material for inves-
tigating vice activity, as they reported monthly and yearly arrest data with
relative regularity. Table 5 uses annually published lists of arrests for sex-work-
related offenses in Richmond in the 1880s and gives a sense of the presence,

*Glass, “The Gas Boom in Central Indiana,” 329.

 Richmond’s population was 12,742 in 1880; 16,608 in 1890; 18,226 in 1900; and 22,842 in
1910. Statistics of the Population of the United States at the Tenth Census (June 1, 1880), Table 19:
Population of Minor Civil Divisions—Indiana; Report on Population of the United States at the
Eleventh Census: 1890, Part 1, Statistics of Population: Cities, Towns, Villages, and Boroughs, Table
8, 378-92; Census Reports, Volume 1, Twelfth Census of the United States, Taken in the Year 1900,
Population, Part 1, Minor Civil Divisions, Table 5; Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in
the Year 1910, Volume 2: Population, 1910, Reports by States, Indiana, Table 1.

* “Broadaxe vs. Charity,” Richmond Weekly Palladium, February 9, 1860, newspapers.com.
+ Anderson Herald, August 26, 1870, newspaperarchive.com.
* Richmond Weekly Palladium, November 11, 1871, newspapers.com.

* See, among others, Richmond Weekly Palladium, November 4, 1871; “Trial by Jury,” Richmond
Weekly Palladium, August 26, 1874; Richmond Palladium-Item, December 3, 1879, all newspapers.com.
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persistence, and public knowledge of sex workers. This table indicates that
police regularly arrested people who participated in and profited from sex
work (i.e., clients, sex workers, brothelkeepers, and pimps). The continued
presence of sex workers over a period of five years dismisses the possibility
that sex workers were being driven out permanently. Instead, these reports
indicate that Richmond hosted a reliable brothel community in the 1880s.

In 1858, interviews with sex workers had led William Sanger to a
hypothesis partly at odds with the later east-central Indiana experience.
His pre-Civil War survey of 2,000 sex workers in New York City projected
typical careers that lasted approximately four years.* Since then, historians
testing that conclusion have found diverse outcomes. Boomtown historians
have noted examples of women who settled in one town, bought prop-
erty, and built reputations spanning decades. They have also identified
women who moved from town to town following cattle drives like other
transient workers. Historians of late nineteenth-century large cities have
found similar patterns, with some women cultivating prosperous careers
as sex workers and madams, while other women appear once and then
disappear from the record.* In Chicago, Cynthia Blair has identified sex
workers as overwhelmingly being between nineteen and twenty-four years
old, with a minority of more mature workers.”

The east-central Indiana women whose careers continued for more than
a decade almost all became brothelkeepers.” Tables 3 and 4 identify many
women who appear briefly in the historical record as sex workers, perhaps
confirming Sanger’s theory, but they also identify women whose careers
weathered several arrests. Describing Mary Sharp’s arrest and release, the
Muncie Daily Times commented that “she was allowed to go on promising
to reform and sin no more.”** Expanding the scope beyond the 1880s and
two cities reveals more sex workers with long careers in east-central Indiana.
Table 6 lists select sex workers whose careers far exceeded Sanger’s four-
year estimate. This sample includes some women whose careers began in

* Sanger, The History of Prostitution, 346—48, 455.

#In New York City between 1840 and 1870, Gilfoyle estimated the average age of a sex worker
to be twenty-three. Brothelkeepers were, on average, over thirty-three years old. Gilfoyle, City
of Eros, 62—-66.

>°In Blair’s study of Chicago using 1880 and 1900 federal census records, 78 percent of Black
sex workers and 65 percent of white sex workers identified with this age range. Blair, I've Got
to Make My Livin’, 35.

>!In Table 6, Della McCoy is the exception to this trend.

>>Muncie Daily Times, February 18, 1891, newspapers.com.
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the early period of toleration, before the discovery of natural gas, as well as
women who were first identified after that discovery. Newspaper accounts
locate their brothels across east-central Indiana, and in several cases show
movement between cities, and even states. Career dates are approximate,
since the table draws on newspaper accounts identifying women as sex
workers and articles recording their arrests. The eight women had careers
ranging from eight to thirty-eight years, with both an average and median
career length of more than twenty years. This sample indicates that in
east-central Indiana sex work was a reliable enough profession to support
women for more than a decade.

Table 6: Select Sex Workers and Brothel Keepers Working in East-Central
Indiana

.. Earliest Latest Total
Name Cities
Report Report Years
Elwood,
Kate Phinne Anderson, 1880 1917 37
Y Alexandria,
Muncie
Van Wert
Clara Norris (Ohio), 1881 1905 24
Elwood,
Kokomo
Sarah / Sallie Muncie 1881 1897 16
Singleton
Lida Lang Warwick
Reichenbach Kokomo 1884 1898 14
Huskins
Muncie,
Della McCoy Anderson, 1890 1898 8
Indianapolis
Kokomo,
Belle DeHaven . 1891 1918 27
Marion
Danville
Lulu Shoemaker (Ilinois), 1892 1920 28
Muncie
Cora Gray Kemp |y 106 1886 1909 23
Carney
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Over almost two decades Sarah (also sometimes called Sallie)
Singleton’s career in Muncie reflects the phenomenon of prosecution
without eradication seen in other east-central Indiana cities. Newspapers
reported her arrests for prostitution, provocation, associating with prosti-
tutes, and malicious trespass.”® On several occasions, readers learned where
she lived (“S Grant Street” or “the corner of Grant and Seymour Streets”).
Singleton seems to have stayed in the same location, which acted as a
kind of advertisement, for more than a decade. Although arrest accounts
underscored her illegal activities, reporters were relatively evenhanded
in their descriptions. They did suggest that drunkenness had caused a
carriage collision in which Singleton and another woman were badly
hurt: “The women haven’t an unsullied reputation, both having been
known to use intoxicants to excess on numerous occasions. It is thought
by many that whisky caused the accident.”” When Singleton and two
other sex workers were stabbed by an attacker, the report focused on the
chronology of events and the identity of participants, offering little to
no moralistic commentary and no suggestion that the women deserved
violence as recompense for continued sex work.” This might appear odd,
considering that Singleton’s repeated arrests over nearly twenty years
indicated the authorities’ clear failure to put a stop to her sex work.
Instead, this reflects the contours of local toleration. In the 1880s and
1890s, residents in east-central Indiana cities accepted the demand for sex
work, but expected the policing of illegal activity and amassed knowledge
of local participants through frequent reporting.

The arrest activity tracked in Tables 3, 4, 5, and 6 shows the sustained
presence of sex workers in Muncie, Kokomo, and Richmond. Sex work
occurred continuously in the period before large numbers of single male
workers arrived in east-central Indiana to work in new natural-gas-powered
factories. The absence of a large gender imbalance in these communities
before 1886—-87 suggests that contemporaries were aware of and tolerated
sex work up to a point. This is evident from the paradoxical role that
newspapers and police officers played in this dynamic.

3 Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #1014 (Prostitution, 1881), Delaware County
Record Image Search, online at http://digitalresource.munpl.org/default.asp; Muncie Morning News,
September 21, 1882; “Acquitted,” Muncie Morning News, May 15, 1891; “Police Court News,”
Muncie Daily Times, April 2, 1894, all newspapers.com.

>*“A Bad Smash Up,” Muncie Daily Times, June 19, 1890, newspapers.com.

> “Muncie Has a Slasher,” Logansport Pharos Tribune, December 26, 1894, newspapers.com.
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InsTITUTIONAL TOLERATION: POLICE, COURTS, AND NEWSPAPERS

In the late nineteenth century, toleration of sex work was supported by
newspapers and the judicial process. Newspapers introduced residents to
the local practice of sex work and revealed the policing and judicial systems
that regulated and confined the practice. Printed accounts of police raids
on brothels and succeeding fines or imprisonment made parts of the reg-
ulatory process transparent to readers. Newspapers, police forces, and the
judicial courts identified sex workers, punished their illegal actions, and
mandated legal punishments. This process made sex workers well-known
in their communities and facilitated toleration, with the expectation that
illegal activities would be punished.

Sex workers participated in a cycle that acknowledged and punished
the illegality of their work but did not force its eradication. Periodically,
police officers conducted raids on brothels in which they arrested sex
workers variously for associating, prostitution, keeping or residing in a
house of ill fame, intoxication, or liquor sales infractions. Police, mayoral,
and county circuit courts convicted and fined these workers, many of
whom pled guilty. The brothelkeeper or the workers themselves paid the
fines, returned home, and often continued working. A few months or a
year later another raid repeated the process.”® City ordinances prescribed
clear punishments for running, residing in, renting to, or visiting a house
of ill fame; courts imposed the fines most frequently on brothelkeepers
and sex workers whose attachment to the site was clear and well-known.
Muncie’s Misdemeanor Ordinance (1880) states:

Sec. 13. And it be further ordained, that any female who shall so
conduct herself as to be recognized and known as a courtezan,
or shall frequent or live in houses of ill-fame, or associate with
women of bad character frequent or visit, or is known to be guilty
of fornication for hire, shall be deemed a female prostitute, and on
conviction shall be fined in any sum not greater than twenty-five
dollars~’

>*John Beatty has identified a similar process in the Fort Wayne judiciary’s response to sex work
between 1850 and 1900. Beatty, “Cyprians, Shanty Dancers, and Ladies of Pleasure,” 9-13, 17-18.

>"“An Ordinance. Misdemeanors,” Muncie Daily Times, December 18, 1880, newspapers.com.
This is similar in intent to the Kokomo ordinance “Assignation Houses. An Ordinance to prevent
vice and immorality” (July 15, 1870). Revised Ordinances of the City of Kokomo with the Rules for
Order and Order of Business of the Common Council (Kokomo, Ind., 1894), 114.
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The ordinance does not state that the police had to ensure a cessation of
work or the brothel’s closure, both of which were far harder to achieve
than procuring a conviction and paying a fine.”® Even Kate Phinney,
who “ran the most notorious dive in Muncie” and had “passed the limit
of forbearance,” was instructed by a judge to pay twenty-four dollars
and conform to the law.”® She continued to work in Muncie for another
twenty years.

An important aspect of toleration was its contribution to a virtu-
ous economic circle. The quantification of fines in newspaper articles
reminded readers of the economic benefits accrued to the city by con-
tinued raids. In 1882 a Muncie court fined Sarah Hyatt and Jane Bird
five dollars each for a prostitution conviction. With court costs, each

>

woman’s bill rose to sixteen dollars®® These fees supported the sheriff,
judges, and city administrators who ensured that the cycle of arrest and
conviction continued.

Publicizing sex workers’ ability to pay substantial cash fines could send
a message that wealth followed illegal acts: brothelkeepers in particular
exhibited a certain bravado as their fines quickly added up. In Elwood in
May 1894, Clara Norris paid $17.45 for conducting a house of ill repute.®!
Over the next year and a half, Norris paid at least $86.70 in fines, the high
cost of doing business in a city of almost 10,000 people.®* But newspaper
accounts also showed how “ill-gotten gains” flowed to city coffers even as
brothels continued to operate. By not closing down brothels, police ensured
that sex workers could continue to earn and be able to pay the next round
of fines. Commenting on Hays City, Kansas, and St. Paul, Minnesota, Hollie
Marquess and Joel Best have argued for the importance of fines levied on
sex workers and clients to municipal finances.”® Anne Butler has noted
that frontier towns periodically allowed sex workers to leave jail in order
to work to pay off assessed fines.®* This occurred in Muncie in 1881, when

8 The Richmond ordinance similarly privileged fines instead of imprisonment, closure, or expul-
sion from the city. Richmond Palladium, September 10, 1870, newspapers.com.

“Police Court Pickings,” Muncie Evening Press, July 28, 1891, newspapers.com.
% Muncie Daily Times, December 28, 1882, newspapers.com.
! Elwood Daily Press, May 21, 1894, newspapers.com.

©2“Oh The Sweet Women!” Elwood Daily Press, July 13, 1895; “S-s-s-sh! De Cops!” Elwood Daily
Press, August 12, 1895, all newspapers.com.

Marquess, “The Frontier Demimonde,” 217, 226, 229-30; Best, “Looking Evil in the Face,” 241.
®*Butler, Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery, 100-103.
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Mary Rounds promised to pay the remains of her fine and was released from
jail.> In 1890, Jennie Wilson left a musical organ at the Muncie sheriff’'s
office as surety against her unpaid fine.®® Brothelkeepers often paid their
employees’ fines, ensuring their continued earning power and reinforcing
the image of a wealthy independent businesswoman that many madams
cultivated. In Muncie in 1878, Elizabeth Marble paid a $100 bond for Lou
Young, who lived with her.®” In Elwood in September 1894, Clara Norris
paid $37.35 for herself and her four female employees. In July 1895 she
paid $18.45 for herself and for another employee.®® Prompt payment of fines
also ensured smooth relations between brothels and police and avoided
more obvious forms of bribery or kickbacks.®

Richmond’s city ordinances also prohibited engaging in prostitution,
prohibited women from living or working in a brothel for the purpose of
prostitution, and prohibited any person from associating with or harbor-
ing such a woman. In addition, the ordinances banned men from owning,
occupying, assembling in, or profiting from a brothel. All of the ordinances
threatened perpetrators with a cash fine.”” Muncie and Richmond news-
papers printed these ordinances periodically, ensuring that readers could
draw a line from the laws to the accounts of punishing their infractions. The
publication of annual arrest data and the amount paid in fines reinforced
the notion that the police and courts collaborated fruitfully to suppress sex
work, even as a careful reader could find sex workers returning to work
and being arrested again.

In his study of post-Civil War St. Paul, Joel Best has noted that “scandal
sold newspapers, and circulation was important in a small town with three

 Muncie Morning News, July 13, 1881, newspapers.com.
“QOut on an Organ,” Muncie Morning News, July 26, 1890, newspapers.com.

®"Delaware County Circuit Criminal Court, Cause #674 (Prostitution, 1878), Delaware County
Record Image Search.

% Elwood Daily Press, September 19, 1894; “They Called and Settled,” Elwood Daily Press, July
13, 1895, all newspapers.com.

% Newspapers also reported investigations of bribery, extortion, and inappropriate relations. In
Muncie, there was evidence of extorting money from brothelkeepers to avoid fictional arrest
warrants; in Elwood, the new prosecutor proved to be a client at local brothels, saloons, and
gambling dens. “Extortion Charge is Investigated,” Muncie Evening Times, February 25, 1905,
“Doss Dismissed,” Elwood Free Press, December 27, 1895, both newspapers.com. In Marion, Belle
DeHaven’s brothel entertained both a mayor and a justice of the peace. “They Caught A Squire,”
Kokomo Daily Tribune, March 5, 1903, newspaperarchive.com.

0 “An Ordinance, To Preserve Peace and Good Order, and to Prevent Vice and Immorality,”
Richmond Weekly Palladium, July 4, 1867, Sections 10-17, newspapers.com.
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major daily papers,” but he could have been describing Muncie, Kokomo,
or Elwood in the 1880s.” By providing regular accounts of sex workers’
interactions with the law, newspapers ensured public awareness of the
issue, the individuals, and even their locations. In 1880-81 when Muncie
had approximately five thousand residents, its newspapers identified at
least twenty-one women by name (almost 0.5 percent of the population),
who were charged with prostitution, associating with prostitutes, or run-
ning a bawdy house. Over a two-year period, the accounts of arrests, trials,
convictions, and fines for this group represented a substantial amount of
print. The continued employment in Muncie of some of these sex workers
for several more years suggests toleration, because ignorance would have
been impossible for anyone regularly reading the newspapers.

Convictions lessened the feeling of resignation that might have sur-
rounded toleration. Newspapers printed reports of raids, arrests, convic-
tions, and fines, assuring readers of the authorities’ efforts and offering
proof of municipal concern for and activity in upholding the law and
public morality. Articles reporting disturbances by sex workers and their
clients encouraged police intervention or lamented its absence, suggesting
that arrests and fines were the proper response to these activities. In 1885,
when Kokomo police convicted and jailed five sex workers, the Kokomo
Saturday Tribune reported that “for a time at least the city will breathe a
purer atmosphere.””* Such accounts implied that police and judicial courts
served as a limiting force. In 1886, the Kokomo Gazette Tribune reported
on the arrest of six sex workers, detailing their fines and jail sentences,
and closing with an exhortation to “let the strong arm of the law assert
itself to the fullest extent.””

Sex workers who were unable to pay fines and remained in jail were
usually women who were not affiliated with a brothel and had less financial
support to call on. When Sarah Hyatt and Emma Bird could not pay their
sixteen-dollar fines in December 1882, the Muncie judge jailed them for
fifteen days.” In Anderson in June 1882, fifteen-year-old Mary Widener
was abandoned by her pimp and convicted of prostitution. She was sent to
the county jail with the expectation that she would move on to the girls’

"'In 1880-81, Muncie had only two daily newspapers: the Muncie Morning News and the Muncie
Daily Times. Joel Best, “Looking Evil in the Face: Being an Examination of Vice and Respectability
in St. Paul as Seen in the City’s Press, 1865-83,” Minnesota History 50 (Summer 1987), 242.

2“Among the Daisies,” Kokomo Saturday Tribune, June 2, 1885, newspaperarchive.com.
3 “In the Quay,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, August 3, 1886, newspaperarchive.com.

™ “Soiled Doves,” Muncie Morning News, December 27, 1882, newspapers.com.
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reformatory.” In some cases, fines were abrogated if particular people
agreed to leave town.”® After Pearl Stevens was arrested for prostitution,
the newspaper described her as “an old offender, and the last time she was
arrested promised to leave the city if permitted to go.” The Muncie Morning
News reported that she was “shipped to Anderson.””” After a well-publicized
suicide attempt and failure to “do better,” a Muncie police officer escorted
“Little Flo” Blair to the passenger depot, but she evaded the train and fled
to a boarding house. Blair’s refusal to change her behavior or leave town
strengthened the authorities’ desire to be rid of her.” A reporter noted
her final destination—Lima, Ohio—confirming that the geography of sex
work extended well beyond a particular city’s limits.

Ejecting sex workers from a town was unusual. More often newspapers
reported sex workers coming and going of their own accord—likely the
case for many of the women listed in Tables 3 and 4. After a conviction
leading to a fine or jail sentence, many women without funds or the pro-
tection of a brothelkeeper moved to another city where they were mostly
unknown. Newspapers capture only some of this mobility. The Anderson
Review tracked Ada Belle Douglas’s journey from Muncie to Anderson,
after she was “spewed out of Muncie.”” The report, full of euphemisms
and insults, presumably refers to an arrest and conviction for prostitution.
In 1882 the Richmond Item announced that six sex workers had left in a
group for Portland, Indiana, forty miles north, and rhetorically asked:
“Are our police making it too hot for them?”® In 1894 the Elwood Daily
Press noted a raid on several sex workers from Kokomo, who had opened
a brothel on Elwood’s outskirts.®! Two sixteen-year-olds from Richmond
“came to Eaton on their wheels” and were arrested with two male clients,
after which they were sent home.®

> Anderson Herald Bulletin, June 23, 1882, newspaperarchive.com.

" Ripp-Shucha noted that in 1875 in Eau Claire this was the case for brothelkeepers. Ripp-Shucha,
“This Naughty, Naughty City,” 37.

"Muncie Morning News, June 16, 1881; Muncie Morning News, April 22, 1881, all newspapers.com.

8«Little Flo Has Gone,” Muncie Daily Herald, August 25, 1899; “Spectres Sin and Death,” Muncie
Daily Times, July 3, 1899, all newspapers.com.

" This account does not align with the Delaware County Circuit Court record for Douglas’s arrest
in March 1881, so there might have been another earlier arrest. Delaware County Circuit Criminal
Court, Cause #956 (Prostitution, 1881), Delaware County Record Image Search; “A Plague in
Anderson,” reprinted in the Muncie Daily Times, May 22, 1880, newspapers.com.

80 Richmond Item, February 10, 1882, newspapers.com.
81 “Kokomo Girls,” Elwood Daily Press, December 31, 1894, newspapers.com.

82 “Eaton Was Shocked,” Richmond Item, August 23, 1900, newspapers.com.
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MIGRATION OF SEX WORKERS

The migration of late nineteenth-century midwestern female workers, espe-
cially sex workers, remains a subject in search of historians. As Cynthia
Blair has argued for Chicago, understanding sex workers as part of the
larger female workforce is important for revealing women’s opportunities
and obligations in a period of social change.®> Wendy Gamber’s research
has identified the trades that broadly attracted American working women
from rural areas and towns to cities, and what their life was like as board-
inghouse residents.®* Late nineteenth-century railway expansion facili-
tated worker migration, yet few historians have tested Gamber’s ideas
in the midwestern cities and towns that drew thousands of migrants in
singles or family groups.®® Nor have historians explored the origins and
movement of female factory workers and skilled service industry workers.
Notable exceptions include research on early twentieth-century women, like
Norma Erickson’s investigation of African American nurses in Indianapolis
and Peggy Seigel’s exploration of Fort Wayne’s female factory workers.*
Recently, Nancy Gabin has noted that “wage-earning women . . . are not
well integrated into the historical scholarship on Indiana,” stressing the
importance of an issue that Hoosier newspapers were discussing more than
a century ago.* In January 1880, the Muncie Morning News reprinted part
of a letter from “Mary Jane,” a farmer’s daughter, who warned that poorly
treated daughters might leave their parents’ farm, highlighting women’s
possible mobility and gendered economic discrimination. While a son
might be paid by his father for farm work, a daughter received nothing.
Her domestic chores, cooking, cleaning, and family support were valued
sentimentally, but not financially. Mary Jane wrote: “It is said that our
houses of ill fame are recruited largely from the farms,” and she encouraged
parents to make their homes attractive and enjoyable for their daughters

8 Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin’, 19-26.

8 Wendy Gamber, The Boarding House in Nineteenth-Century America (Baltimore, Md., 2007);
Gamber, The Female Economy: The Millinery and Dressmaking Trades, 1860—-1930 (Urbana, I11., 1997).

% Blocker’s research focuses mostly on men or family groups. Blocker, “Black Migration to Muncie,”
307, 309, 319-20.

8 Norma Erickson, “The African American Nurses of Early Twentieth-Century Indianapolis,”
Indiana Magazine of History 112 (December 2016), 370-84; Peggy Seigel, “Industrial ‘Girls’ in an
Early Twentieth-Century Boomtown: Traditions and Change in Fort Wayne, Indiana, 1900-1920,”
Indiana Magazine of History 99 (September 2003), 231-53.

8"Nancy Gabin, “Bossy Ladies: Towards a History of Wage-Earning Women in Indiana,” Indiana
Magazine of History 112 (December 2016), 290.
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with books, music, and flowers. Otherwise, girls would leave “our farm
homes” for a more exciting and remunerative life in “the crowded city.”®®
Through the late 1880s and 1890s employment opportunities for women
expanded somewhat as factories drew on cheap female labor, but women
still earned less than equally (un)skilled men.* Because of this financial
inequity, contemporaries worried that young women would be attracted to
or forced into better-paid sex work. Knowing where sex work took place
increased the likelihood that women might make that choice.

The letter from “Mary Jane” is a reminder that, at least from the early
1880s, Hoosier women migrated to access greater employment opportu-
nities. In this regard, sex workers were similar to domestic servants, fac-
tory workers, and service industry employees. They moved from rural to
urban areas in order to meet potential employers.”® The Anderson Herald
Bulletin’s interest in Richmond’s expulsion of sex workers in 1870, and
the Elwood Daily Press’s 1893 note that “another soiled dove joint is being
opened up. . . . Indications are that there has been an emigration from
Anderson” reveal that movement between towns continued through the
late nineteenth century and that newspaper readers followed mobile sex
workers with interest.”’

A particularly common circuit for sex workers was between Muncie,
Anderson, and Elwood. Ada Belle Douglass and Pearl Stevens both left
Muncie for Anderson.’> The Muncie Morning News reported that Minnie
White had first worked in Elwood in 1887 before “wandering around over
the gas belt” until 1890, arriving in Muncie in 1892 and leaving by train for
Anderson in late March 1893.% During the 1880s, Kate Phinney spent time
in all three cities, as well as a brief stint in Alexandria.®* In 1895, Muncie

8 Muncie Morning News, January 26, 1880, newspapers.com.

8 Black women earned less money than white women, and they were mostly confined to domestic
and service positions or informal work. Mary Linehan, “Prostitution in the US: Chicago,” in Selling
Sex in the City: A Global History of Prostitution, 1600s—2000s, eds. Magaly Rodriguez Garcia, Lex
Heerma van Voss, and Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk (Boston, Mass., 2017), 392-93.

Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin’, 20-23; Pliley, “Prostitution in America,” 11, 15.

! Anderson Herald Bulletin, August 26, 1870, newspaperarchive.com; Elwood Daily Press, March
10, 1893, newspapers.com.

2 Muncie Daily Times, May 22, 1880, newspapers.com; Muncie Morning News, April 22, 1881,
newspapers.com.

% “Minnie’s Career at Elwood,” Muncie Morning News, March 2, 1893; “Gas Well Minnie Gone,”
Muncie Morning News, March 30, 1893, all newspapers.com.

% “Former Elwood Courtesan,” Elwood Daily Record, September 15, 1905, newspapers.com.
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police shipped the household goods from Florence Bowers’s brothel to
her mother’s home in Alexandria. In 1892 newspapers had reported that
Florence first came to Muncie from Lima, Ohio, to visit a cousin, but a
few years later returned and opened a brothel, perhaps leading to her
mother’s relocation.”” While no evidence remains of Florence working
in an Alexandria brothel, there are indications that the city’s houses of il
repute had links to other communities. In the mid- to late 1890s, news-
papers carried reports of Clara Norris luring a girl from an Alexandria
brothel to work in Kokomo. The Elwood Daily Press identified Norris as
“one of the best known ‘madams’ in the gas belt,” suggesting how widely
brothelkeepers’ reputations could travel.*

Florence Bowers’s crossing state lines for work was not unusual. In
addition to drawing on rural and suburban workers, Muncie attracted
sex workers from across Indiana and further afield. It is likely that Jane
Porter (Eaton, Ohio), Minnie Fisher (Cambridge, Ohio), and Minnie White
(Lima, Ohio) arrived in Muncie on the Cleveland, Cincinnati, Chicago and
St. Louis Railway (called the Big Four or the C.C.C. & St. Louis Railway),
much as other migrants moved to find industrial work. Although working
women’s regional mobility should come as no surprise given the ease with
which male workers traveled, there is still more to learn about how far
and frequently women traveled.

Like that of several other sex workers, Clara Norris’s career began
outside Indiana and benefited from the toleration of sex work that preceded
the gas boom. The 1880 U.S. federal census places her in Van Wert, Ohio,
in the far western part of the state, as a twenty-four-year-old boarder (with
no evidence of income) living with a twenty-eight-year-old widow from
Canada, who kept house.”” It is possible that these women ran a small
brothel. The next year, the Allen County Democrat (Ohio) confirmed the
existence of Norris’s “sporting house in Van Wert” in a report about the
suicide of a sex worker named Belle Gordon (also Alice Pattee).?® A similar
account in the Fort Wayne Sentinel described the brothel as “the Norris

% The Bowers family census report indicates their origin in Ohio. U.S., Twelfth Census, 1900,
Population Schedules for District 17, Posey Township, Clay County, Indiana. All manuscript
census citations from Ancestry.com. Muncie Daily Herald, August 15, 1892; “Household Goods
Moved,” Muncie Daily Herald, May 15, 1895, all newspapers.com.

% “A Wayward Girl,” Elwood Duaily Press, February 27, 1895, newspapers.com.

9723 Chenny Street, from U.S., Tenth Census, 1880, Population Schedules for Van Wert County,
Van Wert, Ohio.

% “Van Wert County,” Allen County Democrat, November 3, 1881, newspapers.com.
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mansion.”® In 1885 an article appeared in the Lima News reporting that
a “more or less Moral Coon” had married Norris before being jailed for
assault with intent to kill.'® Sometime prior to 1894, Norris moved to
Indiana and opened another brothel called “the Jersey City bagnio” outside
of Elwood.'®* This move coincided with the town’s expansion, and Norris
remained in Elwood until at least 1904, when she was arrested for running
a house of ill-fame, along with three employees, and four other brothel-
keepers.' A 1902 article states that she had opened a second brothel in
Marion, but it is unclear how long it operated.'® In the early 1900s, the
Elwood brothel was redeveloped as the Home Hotel under the manage-
ment of Albert Sigler, who ran the Altoona Hotel in Anderson.’™ Sigler
left after only a few months, citing high costs and a thin profit margin,
prompting Norris’s greater involvement.'® In March 1905 Norris and one
employee were arrested in a police raid on Elwood’s brothels.'® Sometime
after this, she moved to Marion, according to its city directories, and then
on to Indianapolis with her husband Anson Coon. In Norris’s 1915 obit-
uary, the Call-Leader reminisced that “she at one time had considerable
money, but this had dwindled away of late years until at her death she was
practically penniless.”!®” Her journey from a mansion in Van Wert, Ohio,
via two brothels in east-central Indiana, to penury in Indianapolis affirms
the long and winding careers of some brothelkeepers, and the wealth that
could be made and lost.

Belle DeHaven, a brothelkeeper and sex worker with a three-
decade career, offers another example of early toleration and movement
between Glass’s principal cities. Born Isabel Covey around 1855 in Miami
Township, Cass County, Indiana, her parents were a laboring couple with

% “Preferred Death to Sin,” Fort Wayne Sentinel, October 29, 1881, newspapers.com.

100 “Another Chapter in the Checkered Career of Moral Coon,” Lima News, August 8, 1885,
newspapers.com. Their marriage is confirmed by the Van Wert County Marriage Register, no.
1281, August 3, 1885, Ancestry.com.

101 “With Money and Diamonds,” Elwood Daily Press, May 12, 1894, newspapers.com.
102“Elwood Resorts were Raided Last Night,” Elwood Daily Record, May 7, 1904, newspapers.com.
103 “Morris [sic] Woman a Procuress,” Elwood Daily Record, August 1, 1902, newspapers.com.

% Elwood Daily Record, May 7, 1903; Anderson City and Madison County Directory, 1902—1903
(Indianapolis, Ind., 1902), 481.

19> “Quit Business,” Elwood Daily Record, July 14, 1903, newspapers.com.

106 “Unfortunate Women Paid for their Sinful Conduct,” Call-Leader, March 15, 1905, news-
papers.com.

07 “Died at Indianapolis,” Call-Leader, September 3, 1915, newspapers.com.
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six children. The 1880 census records her doing housework in Kokomo
and living with another houseworker.'® Keeping house with no visible
sign of income (as did Clara Norris), Belle and Anna Norris (no rela-
tion) may have been running a small brothel.'® In July 1882, she was in
Logansport where she gave birth to a son, Frederick, and in December 1882
she wed Elver DeHaven, a saloonkeeper. The couple separated some time
before 1900, when the federal census lists Elver as married to a woman
named Nettie and living in Frankfort, Indiana.''® Sometime in the late
1880s, Belle moved to Kokomo and opened a brothel. In 1890 the Gazette
Tribune reported that she had lost thirty dollars as the victim of fraud."! In
1891 Belle paid May Batchelor’s fine for prostitution, in order to retrieve
forty-seven dollars worth of clothing stolen from other women employed at
the DeHaven brothel.''* In February 1892 a Kokomo newspaper reported
that “Belle DeHaven’s place near the junction” employed four sex workers,
which made it a substantial operation for a town of eight to ten thousand
people.'”* Sometime before April 1894, Belle opened a second brothel in
Marion. Her accusation that the city’s mayor had visited and “promised
her protection” surfaced in a newspaper article in March 1895.''* As Belle
DeHaven split her time between Kokomo and Marion, the Kokomo news-
papers continued to follow her activities. The 1900 census listed her as
a widowed resident of Marion, who made a living by taking in boarders.
The eight female boarders were very likely sex workers."'> Compared to
her brothel in Kokomo, this house was substantially larger and reflects
an investment in Marion’s population of over seventeen thousand people.
Although Belle DeHaven appears in the Marion city directories of 1901

1% U.S., Eighth Census, 1860, Miami, Cass County, Indiana; U.S., Tenth Census, 1880, District
054, Kokomo, Howard County, Indiana.

1®Marquess, “The Frontier Demimonde,” 220-22; Ripp-Shucha, “This Naughty, Naughty City,”
43; Joel Best, “Careers in Brothel Prostitution: St. Paul, 1865-1883,” Journal of Interdisciplinary
History 12, no. 4 (Spring 1982), 600-601.

110y.S., Twelfth Census, 1900, District 0043, Center Township, Clinton County, Indiana.

11 “He Saved Their Money,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, July 23, 1890, newspapers.com.

112 «Arrested for Larceny,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, October 30, 1891, newspapers.com.

1 “Wholesale Pinching Affray,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, February 16, 1892, newspapers.com.
11*“The Mayor of Marion,” Kokomo Tribune, March 6, 1895, newspapers.com.

115 All eight female boarders at 818 North Washington Street have “dress-maker” listed as their
occupation. This was a common code for sex worker. U.S., Twelfth Census, 1900, District 0025,
Marion, Grant County, Indiana.
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and 1903, eventually she returned to Kokomo, as its city directories list
her as a resident in 1912 and 1914."'° By 1910 the brothel seems to have
closed, and in the mid-1910s, as Indiana grappled with Prohibition, she
turned to selling liquor. Belle DeHaven was charged with illegal liquor sale
in 1913, bootlegging (with her son) in 1917, and illegal liquor possession
in 1918.""7 By 1923, she and Frederick had moved to Indianapolis, much
as Clara Norris did.''®

Kate Phinney offers another example of a decades-long career in sex
work that crisscrossed the state but began in an Anderson brothel. The
1880 census records twenty-year-old Kate Phinney (or Finney) as the
head of a household of six “prostitutes” on German Street.''® A few years
later, she moved from Anderson to Muncie, via Elwood and Alexandria,
and then on to Indianapolis.'?® From the early 1880s through the 1890s
and 1900s, newspaper accounts describe how Phinney used local police to
protect her brothel from intruders (who were arrested in Anderson) and
from neighbors (who hoped to run her out of Muncie).'*! In June 1886,
Jacob Crich “attempted to enter the questionable house of Kate Phinney
and was met at the door by Kate who shot him in the mouth with a
thirty-eight caliber pistol,” knocking out his teeth and shattering his
jaw.'?2 Newspapers reported Phinney’s violent interactions and intoxica-
tion just as frequently as her arrests for sex work.'? In 1889 the Muncie

116 Marion Directory (Illustrated) 1901-1902 (Marion, Ind., 1901), 256; Marion Directory (Illustrated)
1903-1904 (Marion, Ind., 1903), 143; Kokomo Directory 1912—13 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1912), 149;
Kokomo Directory 1914-15 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1914), 161.

"7 Frederick had been granted a liquor license in Anderson in 1906; the next year he is identified
as the proprietor of Hickey House in Elwood. “Liquor Licenses Granted,” Elwood Daily Record,
November 8, 1906; Elwood Daily Record, April 24, 1907, both newspapers.com; Kokomo Daily
Tribune, July 14, 1913; “Three Indicted at Kokomo,” Indianapolis Star, November 11, 1917; “State
Cases Continue,” Kokomo Tribune, December 9, 1918, all newspaperarchive.com.

18 Indianapolis City Directory 1923 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1923), 621.

% One household member, infant Gladys Myers, was still living with Phinney in 1897. “Kate
Finney,” U.S., Tenth Census, 1880, District 28, Anderson, Madison County, Indiana; “Police
News,” Muncie Morning News, June 26, 1897, newspapers.com.

120“Former Elwood Courtesan,” Elwood Daily Record, September 15, 1905, newspapers.com.

12! Muncie Daily Times, July 6, 1880; “They Say It Is A Nuisance,” Muncie Daily News, May 19,
1892, all newspapers.com.

122 Indianapolis Journal, June 8, 1886, newspapers.com.

123 “On the War Path,” Muncie Evening Press, September 15, 1890; “Tried to ‘Raise the Roof,”
Muncie Star Press, July 14, 1910; “Attending a Trial; Kate Phinney ‘Pinched,” Muncie Evening
Press, March 14, 1917, all newspapers.com.
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Morning News opined that “Kate is a tough character and needs to be
tamed down in her career.”'** Although the cycle of arrests followed by
fines and release continued through the 1880s and 1890s, Phinney also
suffered periodic personal attacks. Her roadhouse burnt down in a sus-
pected case of arson, and she was attacked by a man seeking cash.'” The
1910 census records Phinney living with her brother’s family.'* After
running a brothel in several locations across Muncie for more than two
decades, Kate Phinney moved to Indianapolis (after 1917) and adopted
the name Rebecca Dalby. Phinney had already been to Indianapolis in
1893 to answer federal charges of selling beer without a license.'* On
her death in 1927, her brother Ulysses Grant Phinney brought her back
to Muncie for burial.'?®

Beginning in 1852, railroads connected Muncie to Indianapolis and
many other midwestern towns and cities, ensuring that both men and
women could migrate for work.'?* Unlike brothelkeepers, who were more
likely to have the funds to lease or own property, and stay close to their
investment, most sex workers do not appear to have been tied to one
place and left when working conditions became perilous.'*® The teenaged
Della McCoy offers an example that blurs the distinction between migra-
tion and flight. In 1890 Muncie police arrested fourteen-year-old Della
for prostitution, and although the newspaper suggested that she would
end up at the Girls Industrial School in Plainfield, she fled to Anderson
where she was captured. The next year Della returned to Muncie where
she was convicted of prostitution again and jailed. Della next appeared

12 Muncie Morning News, September 24, 1889, newspapers.com.

15 Kate’s brother found the thief, Harvey Sheets, and beat him up, incurring a charge of assault
in turn. “Fire Destroyed A Road House,” Muncie Evening Press, March 28, 1904; “Lost Several
Teeth,” Star Press, September 21, 1907, all newspapers.com.

126She is listed as Catherine Clark and without a profession. U.S. Thirteenth Census, 1910, Ward 5,
District 33, Delaware County, Muncie, Indiana.

2" Muncie Evening Press, January 6, 1893, newspapers.com.

128 “Dies at Indianapolis,” Muncie Evening Press, April 16, 1927, newspapers.com; Beech Grove
Chapel, Muncie, Indiana, funeral for “Rebecca Dalby (Kate Phinney),” record no. 1010,
April 15, 1927. We are grateful to Kara Nahrwold, Trinity Croy, and Brenna Haley for providing
this information.

12 Felsenstein and Connolly, What Middletown Read, 20.

130 Cynthia Blair agrees, noting the importance of “robust, if small, sex districts” for migrating
sex workers and especially Black women. The presence of a growing Black population, as found
in Muncie, was also key for Black sex workers. Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin’, 34-35; Blocker,
“Black Migration to Muncie.”
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in Indianapolis, where she overdosed on morphine (1897) and where
she was convicted of malicious trespass (1898).13

Although many clues to Della McCoy’s movements remain, it is
unclear what happened to her after 1898. Tracking sex workers can
be difficult for a variety of reasons. Some women changed their names
when they relocated, like Kate Phinney who moved to Indianapolis as
Rebecca Dalby. Historians have noted that some sex workers used assumed
names to sound more attractive or glamorous, or simply to be a differ-
ent person.'* Women also changed their names when they married. In
Kokomo, newspapers reported both the arrests and convictions of Cora
(born Gray) Kemp Carney, as well as her divorce and remarriage.'>’
Kokomo reporters enjoyed the marital exploits of brothel owner “Lida
Lang-Warwick-Reichenbach-Huskins, etc.”'** Muncie newspapers did the
same for Kate Phinney (also Catherine Clark and later Kate Wolfe) across

her long career.'®

To educate recent subscribers, newspapers provided
backstories when they printed updates about former residents. A 1905
Elwood article stated: “Kate Finney, an old-time queen of the Elwood
demi-monde now known as Kate Wolf, was declared insane at Muncie
yesterday.”'* As Kate had not worked in Elwood since before 1886, this
reporter drew on a twenty-year-old reputation to frame the importance of
the article to local readers. Newspapers also reminded readers of recent
history by using location. In describing the arrest of Nellie and Clara
Norris, the Kokomo Daily Tribune identified their brothel as being on
“N Buckeye Street at the place formerly kept by Bell DeHaven.”"*” The
reporter expected readers to know something about the street or the
house’s previous occupant. Since DeHaven had run a brothel in the city

3L “A Frail Miss,” Muncie Morning News, May 5, 1890; Muncie Daily Times, June 2, 1890; Muncie
Morning News, June 5, 1891; “Della McCoy Takes Morphine,” Indianapolis Journal, July 2, 1897;
“War Among the Wicked,” Indianapolis Journal, April 16, 1898, all newspapers.com.

132Rosen, The Lost Sisterhood, 102-104; Marquess, “The Frontier Demimonde,” 218-19.

133 “Soaked Their Jewellery,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, June 22, 1893; “Cora Kemp Wants a Divorce,”
Kokomo Daily Tribune, February 25, 1895; “His Double Quartet,” Kokomo Daily Gazette Tribune,
June 12, 1895; “In City Court,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, April 24, 1906, all newspaperarchive.com.

13*“Police Court Items,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, January 1, 1898, newspaperarchive.com.

135 “Minor Notes,” Indianapolis Journal, June 8, 1886; “Claims that Wolf is after the Coin,” Star
Press, September 16, 1905; “Dies at Indianapolis,” Muncie Evening Press, April 16, 1927, all
newspapers.com.

136 “Kate Wolf Declared Insane,” Elwood Daily Record, September 28, 1905, newspapers.com.
157 “Pulled The Bagnio,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, March 8, 1893, newspaperarchive.com.
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“near the junction” until only a year before, the history of the place may

have reached back twenty years.'*®

LocaTtioN oF SEX WORKERS

Newspaper accounts complicate the tracing of brothels and sex workers,
as they employed euphemistic phrases like “the Tenderloin District” to
describe areas where sex workers congregated. This term, applied in cities
across Indiana, recalled New York City’s entertainment district, which was
known for its nightclubs, theaters, and many brothels. In 1893, the Muncie
Evening Press reprinted a description of the area calling it “a human sewer,
the playground of the chief prodigals of the country and the theater of
dudedom, of frivolity, of vice, of lawlessness.”"* In 1894, the Muncie Daily
Herald used “tenderloin district” to describe the area around Rosenthal’s
“Palace of Pleasure” on Vine Street.'* In 1905, the Elwood Daily Record
described Clara Norris as “the former mistress of the tenderloin district,”
based on her ownership of the Home Hotel located near a railroad depot.'*!
Reporters across the country employed this phrase to describe and titillate.
In Ohio, the Lima News described its tenderloin district as the area around
Tanner Street and Boiler Avenue, which housed “resorts” (i.e., brothels).!*
While the phrase is evocative, it erroneously suggests the exclusion of all
other types of business or activity. This was not the case in east-central
Indiana’s cities in the 1880s and 1890s.

Scholarly discussions of toleration have drawn on Shumsky’s finding
that by 1900 most American cities had an area commonly known to tolerate
vice activity and employ economically marginalized workers. Historians
have sought designated “red-light districts,” where alcohol consumption,
prostitution, and gambling took place in or adjacent to saloons, billiard
halls, and sometimes cigar stores, with a clientele of mostly working-class
men and a studiously light local police presence.'® By contrast, “white-light
districts” embraced a wealthier clientele, and included restaurants, theaters,

138 “Wholesale Pinching Affray,” Kokomo Gazette Tribune, February 16, 1892, newspaperarchive.com.
139“The Tenderloin District,” Muncie Daily Times, December 8, 1893, newspapers.com.

140 «A Large Catch,” Muncie Daily Herald, April 5, 1894, newspapers.com.

' “Double Penalty,” Elwood Daily Record, June 14, 1905, newspapers.com.

*2“Dosed Her Beer,” Muncie Morning News, November 4, 1894; “Reform,” Lima News, June 4,
1894, all newspapers.com.

43 Shumsky, “Tacit Acceptance,” 665-79; Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin’, 27.
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and hotels with both male and female patrons, and less explicit prospects
for vice.'** However, from the 1880s onwards in the cities of east-central
Indiana, brothels were spread across commercial and residential areas,
offering little evidence for a clear divide and underscoring toleration of
sex work by city residents.

Mapping brothel activity in Muncie, Kokomo, and Elwood reveals
patterns in the location of sex workers. The cities had no single district
where all sex workers operated. Instead, the majority of brothels clustered
near railroad depots or tracks, which drew industrial and manufacturing
businesses. In turn, these businesses attracted saloons, hotels, and other
sites of male sociability, like barber shops, billiard halls, cigar shops, and
restaurants, which ensured a steady presence of male workers. A minority
of brothels, however, operated in later-developed residential areas that
abutted industrial or manufacturing sites. The precise locations of these
“neighborhood” brothels are more difficult to identify with certainty.
Newspapers tended to specify only street names, and residential areas
offered fewer contextual clues to recognize a brothel’s location. Figures
2, 3, and 4 map some specific and approximate brothel locations in east-
central Indiana towns in order to visualize the presence of sex work along-
side other commercial activity.

Muncie: LocaTING SEX WORK IN THE CITY

Between 1880 and 1890, Muncie’s population grew from five thousand
to over eleven thousand people.'* In the years before the discovery of
natural gas, Muncie already hosted factories and manufacturers, lumber
yards, grain dealers, and other businesses characteristic of a regional
commercial center connected by rail to other towns and cities.* While

**Mary Van Buren and Kristin A. Gensmer, “Crib Girls and Clients in the Red-Light District
of Ouray, Colorado: Class, Gender, and Dress,” Historical Archaeology 51 (June 2017), 222-23,
225; Marion Pluskota, “Genesis of a Red-light District: Prostitution in Nantes Between 1750
and 1810,” Urban History 41 (February 2014), 23-24, 33, 38-39; Ripp-Shucha, “This Naughty,
Naughty City,” 49-51; Pliley, “Prostitution in America,” 1, 13, 15.

1% Statistics of the Population of the United States at the Tenth Census (June 1, 1880), Table 19:
Population of Minor Civil Divisions—Indiana; Report on Population of the United States at the Eleventh
Census: 1890, Part 1, Statistics of Population: Cities, Towns, Villages, and Boroughs, Table 8.

146 The 1887 Muncie, Indiana, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, which is the first map with a com-
mercial index, locates a majority of the city’s mills, factories, and machine shops in areas adjacent
to rail lines and depots (on Sheets 1, 5 and 6). Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Muncie, Delaware
County, Indiana, February 1887, Image 1, Ball State University, University Libraries, Archives
and Special Collections, https://dmr.bsu.edu/digital/collection/SanbrnMps/id/33/rec/4.
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Muncie’s newspapers tracked the arrests and convictions or dismissals of
the city’s sex workers, the location of brothels varied. As Figure 2 shows,
in the 1880s newspaper reports ranged from providing very specific to
more general information. Examples of specific locations include Elizabeth
Marble’s brothel “at the Brown House on High Street, a half square south
of Court House” (square A)'*" and Pearl Stevens’s arrest for associating at
the Cincinnati and Fort Worth Rail Road Bridge (square B).'* In February
1881, the Muncie Morning News provided a more relational description
of “the bagnio of Madame [Belle] Nichols in the east end of the city,
only a short distance south-east of the Washington school building.”**
Using other records it was possible to work out the location of Nichols’s
brothel between East Charles Street and the railroad tracks (square C).
Similarly, by combining the 1880 census and the 1881-82 city directory,
an approximate location for Ida Pugh’s residence emerges (rectangle D).'>
Information about other brothel locations is more vague. In August 1881
Elizabeth Rowe was accused by neighbors of prostitution somewhere on
South Madison Street (stripe E)."' In May 1880, a newspaper reported
that Rebecca Keplinger’s brothel was somewhere on South Plum Street
(stripe F), but by April 1882 it had moved to the “extreme west end of
Washington Street” (stripe G).!** Notably, in July 1881 noisy prostitutes
were also identified, but not arrested, on East Washington Street (stripe
G)."* Asbury McWilliams, who was arrested for renting to sex workers, also
advertised two houses in South Beacon Street (stripe H).">* The Nichols,
Rowe, and Keplinger brothels sat on streets that crossed or followed railway
lines. Although these neighborhood brothels were further from the city’s
commercial core, these streets hosted both industrial and residential sites,

W “WANTED,” Muncie Morning News, July 15, 1880, newspapers.com.
148 “Scooped In,” Muncie Daily Times, March 15, 1881, newspapers.com.
14 “Women and Wine,” Muncie Morning News, February 17, 1881, newspapers.com.

150 Charles Emerson’s Muncie Directory 1881-1882 (Indianapolis, Ind., 1881), 101; U.S., Tenth
Census, 1880, District 184, Muncie, Delaware County, Indiana.

1 “Laws,” Muncie Morning News, August 9, 1881, newspapers.com.

152¢A Plum Good Street,” Muncie Morning News, May 25, 1880; “In the Cooler,” Muncie Morning
News, April 29, 1882, both newspapers.com.

153 Muncie Daily Times, July 23, 1881, newspapers.com.

15* A year after the advertisement appeared in print, he was arrested for renting to prostitutes.
Muncie Daily Times, June 15, 1881, July 26, 1882, newspapers.com.
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Detail of 1892 Muncie Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing brothel locations and
arrests in the 1880s.
Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Muncie, Delaware County, Indiana, November 1892, Image 1,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4094mm.g4094mm_g024331892.

situating sex workers in areas where men lived and worked. Newspapers
reported other brothels in Anthonytown, a village north of Muncie and
under the jurisdiction of the city’s courts.'>

155 Elizabeth Randall and Ellen Windsor both operated brothels in Anthonytown, while Sarah
Hyatt and Emma Bird were arrested there for prostitution (on Virginia Street). “A Bad Place,”
Muncie Daily Times, May 5, 1880; “Bound Over To Keep The Peace,” Muncie Morning News,
May 17, 1880; “Soiled Doves,” Muncie Morning News, December 27, 1882; all newspapers.com.
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These references show an active community of sex workers mostly
spread across the northern half of Muncie. As this area was settled earliest
and hosted the commercial core, sex workers remained accessible. Notably,
Figure 2 maps only a fraction of the sex workers active in Muncie in the
1880s, as newspapers did not always identify arrest locations. In the 1890s,
as the population grew and new working-class housing became available
close to new southside factories, newspapers reported more arrests in that
area. The arrival of more sex workers, and the close proximity of brothels
to factories that abutted residential areas and railroad depots, argued for
continued toleration of the sort seen in the 1880s. Generally, Muncie’s
experience of brothels—located across the city, in high-traffic commercial
areas, near railroads and factories, and in working-class residential areas—is
consistent with mapping the location of brothels and sex work arrests in
Kokomo and Elwood in the same period.

Kokomo

Kokomo sat on the western edge of the gas field.'*® Between 1880 and 1890,
the city’s population doubled, growing from four thousand to more than eight
thousand people. In spring 1886, Kokomo businessmen began fundraising
to drill for natural gas, which they found later that year. In spring 1887, an
outside business consortium purchased most of the available real estate in
and around the town, and local boosters began to attract manufacturing
plants. The Kokomo Strawboard Company opened in 1887; the Diamond
Plate Glass Company opened in 1889; the G. P. Wood woodpulp mill and
the Kokomo Paper Company mill opened before 1890. These factories
joined others positioned along the railway tracks that cut through town,
and new workers sought lodging that offered easy access to work and the
town’s amenities.

In the 1880s, the Lake Erie & Western Railroad and the Pittsburgh,
Chicago & St. Louis Railroad met in a northern part of Kokomo called the
Junction. As Figure 3 shows (using stitched 1889 Sanborn Fire Insurance
maps), the blocks between these tracks hosted a residential district within
aloose ring of factories and commercial services. Houses were interspersed
between factories and shops, and services became more prevalent further
south and west. In 1886 the Kokomo Gazette Tribune identified Railroad
Street (also known as North Buckeye Street, stripe A), on the western side
of the Junction, as a center of saloons and sex work. A raid on William

156 Glass, “The Gas Boom in Central Indiana,” 314-15.
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Kokomo Fire Insurance Maps stitched to show areas of sex work and arrests in the
1880s and 1890s.
Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Kokomo, Howard County, Indiana, August 1889, Images 3-5, 7-8,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4094km.g4094km_g023821889.
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Nace’s saloon led to a charge of keeping a disorderly house and the arrest of
five sex workers.*> This area was also home to a planing mill, horse sheds,
a corn elevator, a grain dealer, and the L. E. & W. freight and passenger
depots, among other businesses, which ensured a steady stream of potential
clients. In 1887 Sarah Malosh and Mollie Thrasher were arrested at the old
Central House, likely another one of the saloons facing Railroad Street. In
1891 and 1892, the Saturday Tribune reported that Belle DeHaven’s brothel
was located near “the Junction.”'*® In 1893 the newspaper reported that
Nellie Norris had taken over management of the establishment, which
was located on North Buckeye Street.'” The same year the marshal raided
Tom Secrist’s Jackson Street saloon, behind the depot (rectangle B), and
arrested Lida Lang and Cora Grey Kemp.'®

A block east of Railroad / Buckeye Street was North Main Street. In
1880 Belle Covey (soon DeHaven) lived at 50 North Main Street with Anna
Norris, likely at the intersection with East Taylor Street. In 1881, Anna’s pre-
teen daughter Kate Kennedy was sent to the Reform School. Accompanying
her was another pre-teen, Minnie Bradford, who lived across the street at a
boardinghouse (square C).'" In July 1888, years after returning from the
school, Kennedy lived with Minnie’s mother Emma Bradford, a known sex
worker, a couple blocks away on the other side of the Pittsburgh, Chicago
& St. Louis tracks in “a cottage on LaFountaine Street near Hunt’s factory”
(square D).'** This area was also predominantly residential, yet shaped by
adjacent railways and factories. The presence of sex workers comparatively
far from the saloons of Railroad Street and the original commercial center
further south, suggests that all sorts of workers followed the factories and
spread their labor across town.

The presence of several women in Kokomo for more than a decade
facilitates tracking brothel mobility. Over Lida Lang’s long career, she
moved southeast from the Junction to the area between the county court-
house and Wild Cat Creek. The 1880 census records Lang and her new

157“In the Quay,” Kokomo Gagzette Tribune, August 3, 1886, newspaperarchive.com.

1% “A Stabbing Affray,” Kokomo Saturday Tribune, March 23, 1891; “Wholesale Pinching Affray,”
Kokomo Daily Gazette Tribune, February 16, 1892, both newspaperarchive.com.

159 “Pulled the Bagnio,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, March 8, 1893, newspaperarchive.com.

100 “pulled the Wine Room,” Kokomo Daily Tribune, May 8, 1893, newspaperarchive.com.
161Belle, Anna, and Katie lived at 50 North Main Street, while Minnie Bradford lived at 53 North
Main Street. U.S., Tenth Census, 1880, District 054, Kokomo, Howard County, Indiana.

12 This was Armstrong, Landon & Hunt Company Planing Mill and Sash and Blind Factory
between East Madison and East Monroe Streets. “A Leap for Life,” Kokomo Evening Gazette Tribune,
July 18, 1888, newspaperarchive.com.
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husband John Warwick living on Railroad Street, close to the L. E. & W.
depot and next door to the Windsor Hotel (rectangle E).'** In 1886 and
1892, newspapers report that she operated a brothel on East Madison Street,
which crossed both railroads and hosted a lumberyard (rectangle F). In
February 1888 Lang had a “ranch” on East Sycamore Street. This might
be the building labeled “dressmaker” on the northside of Sycamore just
east of the courthouse (rectangle G).'** By the 1896 Lang had moved her
brothel one block south to 196 East High Street. On East Sycamore and
East High Streets Lang was close to important public buildings: the Howard
County courthouse and the First Ward High School. As in Muncie, this
proximity and long-term residence argues for a certain public toleration
of Lang’s business.

Erwoop

The town of Elwood sits at the western border of Madison County and was
part of Glass’s second tier of gas boom towns. From 1889 to 1892 several
large manufacturing plants opened, including the Diamond Plate Glass
Company (1891-1903), the American Tin Plate Company (1892-1938),
and the G. A. Macbeth Lamp Chimney Works (1890-1938).'%> The few
thousand jobs that these plants provided made Elwood “the fifth largest city
in the Indiana gas belt.”*® Not long after these factories opened, Elwood’s
newspapers began printing reports about the city’s brothels. In March
1893 the Elwood Daily Press noted that “another soiled dove joint is being
opened up near the Bottle works” (rectangle A), which sat opposite the
Pittsburgh, Chicago & St. Louis Railroad freight depot and the Kentucky
Hotel.'*” The same year the newspaper identified another brothel on West
Main Street as a “nuisance to the public” (rectangle B).'® From 1894
newspaper articles frequently identified sex workers by name, as well as
their locations, interactions with clients, arrests, and fines. In September

1637.S., Tenth Census, 1880, District 53, Kokomo, Howard County, Indiana.
1¢* Kokomo Daily Tribune, February 18, 1893, newspaperarchive.com.

165 Sandra L. Davis and Jessica Henderson, “This is a Pretty Place: Visions of Smokestacks and
Factories in 1910 and 2010,” Journal of Public Health 33, no. 1 (March 2011), 143-46; Glass,
“The Gas Boom in Central Indiana,” 324.

166 Glass, “The Gas Boom in Central Indiana,” 324.

167 The Elwood Bottling Works appears to divide the residential area to the east from the railroad
tracks and the saloon-heavy commercial area to the west. Elwood Daily Press, March 10, 1893.

168 “Must Leave,” Elwood Daily Press, September 15, 1893, newspapers.com.
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Elwood Fire Insurance Maps stitched to show areas of sex work and arrests in the 1890s.

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Elwood, Madison County, Indiana, October 1895, Images 2—4, 6-7,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4094em.g4094em_g023261895.

1894 Elwood police raided three brothels that served a town of more than
ten thousand people.'®

To contextualize these reports, Figure 4 presents approximate locations
of Elwood’s brothels using stitched 1895 Sanborn fire insurance maps.
Clara Norris operated a “cosy cottage on South B Street” (rectangle C) from
the early 1890s to 1906, as well as houses in Kokomo and later Marion.'”

19 These brothels were run by Norris, Jones, and Myers respectively. “But When They Sell Their
Virtue,” Elwood Free Press, September 21, 1894, newspapers.com.

170 “Arrested and Fined,” Elwood Daily Press, May 12, 1894; Elwood Daily Press, May 21, 1894,
“Morris Woman a Procuress!” Elwood Daily Record, August 1, 1902, newspapers.com.
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This cottage was a frame building at South B and 16th Streets, which faced
the P.C. & S.L.R.R. passenger depot, and shared a back alley with the
New Boston Hotel. May Myers and Jennie Jones also ran a North C Street
boarding house and a West South A Street “bagnio” respectively, and paid
fines for convictions of running houses of ill-fame.'” Unfortunately none
of the houses on North C Street (rectangle D) are marked as a boarding
house, as Myers’s brothel supposedly was. Jones’s brothel (rectangle E)
might have been the building marked as “dressmaking” that sat opposite
the Opera House and was easily reached from the neighboring four saloons,
two billiard halls, and the Jenner Hotel. This proximity to the theater
and other sites of male sociability is similar to Elizabeth Marble’s brothel
in Muncie. Minnie Harris, called “the leading demimonde of Elwood,”
managed a brothel north of the post office (square F).!”? The only house
north of the post office, and on the same side of the railroad tracks, sits
next to a saloon, which raises the probability that this house was Harris’s
brothel. Elwood’s newspapers continued to print notices about brothel
raids and fines through the 1890s and into the early 1900s. In her sixties
Clara Norris continued to be involved in the sex trade, as the owner of the
Home Hotel. The title of “queen of the demimonde” had passed to Maud
Norton who worked for Norris at the Hotel, which was the new name of
the boarding house at South B and 16th Streets that was widely known
to be a brothel.'”

None of these women or other brothelkeepers appear in Elwood
newspapers before 1893, when the city first achieved its manufacturing
strength. From 1894 to 1896 Elwood’s police regularly raided these broth-
els, and the newspaper reported that these women paid their fines. In the
1890s and early 1900s Clara Norris and other brothelkeepers transferred
a substantial amount of money to the municipal government, but never
felt the need to close their doors. Elwood’s brothels offer an example of
how an illegal activity was made to profit the city at the same time that
the law was enforced.

"' Elwood Daily Press, September 19, 1894.
1”2 Elwood Daily Press, October 30, 1895.

13 Elwood Daily Record, January 10, 1903; “Double Penalty,” Elwood Daily Record, June 14, 1905,
all newspapers.com.
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In July 1891, the Muncie Morning News reported that the city marshal
had raided Kate Phinney’s brothel on South Liberty Street and arrested
seven people. The fines applied to the four women and three men totaled
$147.35. Although she had spent less than a decade working in Muncie,
the newspaper asserted that Phinney “has done this frequently before, and
will likely appear in the halls of justice many times in the future.”'”* The
reporter was correct. In many east-central Indiana cities during the 1880s
and 1890s, sex work was a tolerated, albeit illegal, practice. In the years
before the discovery of natural gas, brothels operated in the commercial
centers of Muncie, Kokomo, Elwood, and Richmond, as well as close to
high-traffic areas around railroad depots and factories. They did not arrive
on the coattails of factories seeking cheap gas, as boomtown narratives might
suggest. Newspapers played a central role in maintaining this toleration
by identifying sex workers and situating their arrests as part of the proper
policing and judicial cycle. Sex workers moved between cities, confident
that they could find clients. In some cases, this cycle led to decades-long
careers narrated by vice-hunting reporters and consumed by voyeuristic
readers. While east-central Indiana residents always considered sex work
illegal and often immoral, in the 1880s and 1890s prosecution without
eradication resulted in a paradoxical toleration.

!7* “The Ball Keeps Rolling,” Muncie Morning News, July 29, 1891, newspapers.com.





