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INTRODUCTION

THIS TOME BEGINS BY STATING AN IMPORTANT FACT: WESTERN HISTORY has often glossed over the subject of historical prostitution. Only a prized few writers got it right when it came to recognizing the world’s oldest profession for what it was, and why women participated in it. “They are not much better understood today than a hundred years ago,” noted author Elliott West, and he was correct. West actually made that statement about how the business of prostitution “can be understood only as part of western life” just over forty years ago.1 This was in the wake of writers who preferred to poke fun at prostitutes instead of exploring why the prostitution industry was an important facet of American history. A case in point is the title of Cy Martin’s Whiskey and Wild Women: An Amusing Account of the Saloons and Bawds of the Old West. What was so “amusing” about women selling their bodies as about the only way to make as much money as men in the old west? Other writers have better remembered soiled doves of the past. Ronald Dean Miller’s Shady Ladies of the West, for instance, gives specific details on the lives of western madams including Mattie Silks—the famed Denver madam who got her start in Abilene, Kansas. Unlike other historians of his time, Miller successfully illustrated how the prostitution industry heavily influenced the development of the west.

Working in the sex trade was not easy by any means, although it could be lucrative. One time, in Oklahoma, three school teachers in a rural part of the state were shocked to learn that prostitutes made as much in one evening of work as they made in one month, and decided to switch jobs. But women who chose this line of profession were plagued by a host of difficult and delicate emotional, financial, and health issues. In public, they were often an unwelcome sight at the shops, restaurants, theaters, and churches they yearned to visit. At risk were their relationships with their families, who often shunned them and even refused to claim their bodies if they died. They were in constant danger of violence by their customers, madams, and pimps, contracting venereal illnesses, pregnancy, and addiction to alcohol or drugs. But compared to the drudgery of becoming a housewife, bearing and raising children, and never having their own money or freedom, prostitution was a viable way to maintain independence while making money, possibly lots of it.

As much as they made good money, the ladies also had expenses in the way of pricey clothing, toiletries, birth control, medicine, rent to landlords or madams, business licenses, monthly fees and fines, and, if they owned their own property, exorbitant property taxes. One of the worst maladies that could befall a prostitute was pregnancy, which would put her out of work for a time and leave her with an infant to care for. When Congress passed the Comstock Act in 1873, an “Act of the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use,” information about contraception and abortion was made illegal. While women could still access information about such things via a friend, neighbor, or other means, the subject remained largely forbidden and the information unreliable. Few frontier doctors were skilled, willing, or even allowed by law to perform abortions. Within the red-light district might be a woman who knew how to perform abortions, but such an operation came with great risk of infection or a botched procedure that could result in dire injury or death. Such back-alley “grannies” were only sometimes held responsible if their patients died. By 1900 the procedure was a felony in every state.

The caste system of prostitution was often a difficult ladder to climb. Many women chose prostitution after fleeing their homes due to abuse, the loss of a husband, or a desire to begin their lives anew on their own terms. Those who did not have enough money to remain independent out in the world often began their careers as dance hall girls or crib girls who worked above or behind a saloon, or in small one-or two-room apartments. Only by saving their money or finding a wealthy paramour in their circles could these young ladies move forward and eventually find work in a brothel. That, however, often required such important skills as


Birth Control Methods of the Wild West


	condoms (which were exceedingly rare)

	diaphragms (made with aluminum buttons, globs of Vaseline, half an orange hollowed out, or large coins or sponges with a thread tied to them)

	douching (sometimes with a “weak solution of white vitriol”)

	the “French Passaire” (a cervical cap)

	spermicide (made with alum, rainwater, sulphate of iron or zinc, and applied to the sponge, if one was available)

	withdrawal2






knowing how to dance, how to play cards, and how to engage in eloquent conversation. In the higher end houses, the ladies needed additional skills such as singing or playing an instrument or reciting poetry, and knowing enough about the business matters at hand to carry on a lucid discussion with their customers. Only the very lucky ladies were able to open their own fashionable parlor houses where, as madams, they could choose whether or not to sleep with men for money. Some madams became wealthy enough to purchase more than one house, and either hire other madams to run them, or rent to other women for a cut of their profits.

The Great Plains states of Kansas, Nebraska, and Oklahoma have some of the most interesting histories of women in the sex trade. All three states were the scene of numerous trails going west, from the Santa Fe and various cattle trails crossing Kansas to the Overland and Oregon trails through Nebraska, to the cattle trails and one of the earliest trails, the California Road, which traversed across Oklahoma during the California Gold Rush of 1848. Wayward women would eventually utilize these early roads as a means of reaching the far-away west and making money. It was a time when prostitution was more acceptable to the men who outnumbered women in these primitive places. Later, during the Victorian era when more women came west, the presence of prostitution was recognized as a “necessary evil.” University scholar Anna Marie Munns submits that this attitude “was based on the notion that the sexual needs of men could not be controlled, and prostitution helped mitigate any issues that would arise from men’s repressed sexuality.”3

Compared to the early mining camps of the west proper, the prostitution era in the Great Plains really didn’t take hold until about 1867 when cattle drives began winding their way through Kansas and Nebraska. From May to September each year, towns sometimes quadrupled in population as cowboys brought sizable herds of cattle to these places to ship them off to larger cities. Like the cowboys, shady ladies were predominantly transient in nature. Some of them had outstayed their welcome in eastern cities and were in need of a fresh start, while others were working their way further west to a new frontier. For these reasons, many prostitutes working in the Great Plains tended to stay on the move, taking cool advantage of the thousands of cowboys riding through during the summer months and sometimes working out of mobile “cat wagons.” Come fall, the women moved on to whatever profitable winter quarters they could find.4

By the 1870s, when much of the Great Plains and the west were being settled proper, a healthy handful of harlots were putting roots down in the larger cities. But respectable women were mostly against the saloons, gambling houses, and harlots who not only took their husband’s earnings but also introduced dangerous social diseases. In one instance in 1872, four angry wives attacked a wayward woman known as Mrs. Neiswender who lived outside of Topeka, Kansas. Believing that their husbands “were led into devious ways through her attraction,” the women “tarred, feathered, turpentined, and red peppered” Mrs. Neiswender. In reporting the brutal attack, the Wichita City Eagle gave a little editorial, leading to speculation that the paper thought Mrs. Neiswender got what she deserved.5 Some twenty years later, attitudes were more sympathetic toward prostitutes. In December of 1893, the Pond Creek Tribune in Oklahoma announced that a police matron of Topeka, Mrs. Thorpe, had invited at least twenty prostitutes to a home-cooked Thanksgiving dinner so they would “have something to be thankful for.” Commissioner Yount commented that “This dinner will do more good than a great many prayers.”6

Even Nebraska’s Josie Washburn, who worked as both a prostitute and madam during her career, claimed that the women she knew came from all walks of life, also that their parents were to blame for the red-light road they chose. Josie submitted that had parents “known that a certain condition existed at a certain time,” with their daughters, they would have worked to change it. Instead, she lectured, it was the parents’ duty “to make themselves familiar with the conditions which make the downfall of their daughters a possibility.” In other words, education about the red-light life was key to keeping young teens safe from it. But as cities began grappling with the “social evil,” Josie wisely concluded that prostitution would never “be overcome or abolished” but, instead, should “be tolerated, and possibly regulated.” Wherever there was someone willing to buy sex, there surely would be someone willing to provide it. Clearly, Josie recognized the hypocrisy in government vs. the prostitution industry: the fines gained by municipal courts from fallen women were liberally distributed among the churches and schools, the same institutions who condemned prostitution and did little to help women working as prostitutes. And although men were free to “propose, suggest, hire and tempt the women in all ways,” they were rarely held accountable for the damage inflicted on the fairer sex.7

Not surprisingly, the men who occupied chairs on various city councils, the police department, and the courts also did little to assist the very women who fed their city coffers, all while degrading prostitutes to a great degree. Enter the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), founded in Ohio in 1874 to champion women’s causes as well as other issues of the day. Not until 1879, however, was founding president Annie Wittenmyer challenged by another WCTU leader, Frances Willard, to approach the issues generated by men imbibing in alcohol. Willard successfully took over as president and began leading temperance movements all over the country that also focused on closing down houses of prostitution. Many cities simply raised the fines and fees already in place, with good results. In just over a year during 1884–1885, Dodge City took in $1,675 in fines from its red-light ladies, some of whom hardly made enough money to pay them.


Monetary Matters

Average prostitute’s income, late 1800s:


	saloon and crib girls: $0.25 to $1 per customer

	common brothel girls: $2 per customer or $15 for overnight stays

	parlor house girls: $15 per customer or $35 for overnight stays



Average prostitute’s expenses, late 1800s:


	fee to crib landlords: $18 per week

	fee to common brothels: $5 to $15 per day

	fee to madams: half of their income, plus evening wear and toiletries charged to the madam’s account.8






Especially after Frances Willard’s death in 1898, the WCTU began focusing almost exclusively on prohibition of alcohol. Prostitution remained a secondary focus as one of the accompanying evils. But it would be over ten years before legislators would finally pass the first official “Red Light Abatement” law in 1909, parts of which were eventually copied over to the law books of Nebraska in 1911. Still, brothels continued to flourish in the Great Plains states. They ranged from fine parlor houses “equipped with expensive furniture and furnishings including the finest of upholstered chairs, well-done paintings and costly rugs, while others were hovels of repulsive squalor.”9

The fight against prostitution continued well into the twentieth century as various cities did what they could to abolish the industry. In Ellinwood, Kansas, during the 1920s, some of the underground tunnels harboring illegal businesses were filled in as the city paved their streets with brick. The effort was sometimes an exercise in futility; when the upscale Wolf Hotel was built during the 1920s, another tunnel system appeared beneath it. Other underground businesses, meanwhile, closed in the 1930s when coal, which was kept in the basements, was replaced by natural gas.10 In larger cities like North Platte, Nebraska, the Prohibition era only served as a means for underworld leaders to quietly gain control of the illegal liquor, gambling, and prostitution business anyway. Albert Hastings, who gained much notoriety for “his control of the North Platte underworld,” was able to manage such illicit businesses for nearly twenty years.11
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Like Kansas and Nebraska, Oklahoma also saw its share of underground tunnels where women of the night remained in business as late as the 1940s. The famed “Tulsa tunnels” where prostitutes could be found are still well known in Oklahoma City, and at least one tunnel was connected to a bar in Guthrie. There were likely many more. When illegal prostitution as it was known in the old west finally ceased in the 1950s or so, much of its history was lost as those who knew about it moved away, died, or declined to talk about it much. One exception was Adriana Deerhoff, whose father built what is known as the Dick Building in Ellinwood in 1887. Tunnels underneath the structure included saloons and barbershops but also a working girl or two. Adriana remembered her father telling her firmly, “Good girls aren’t allowed underground in Ellinwood.” In an effort to save the tunnels under the city that were being destroyed by revitalization efforts in 1970, Adriana successfully nominated the Dick Building to the National Register of Historic Places. Meanwhile, the tunnels under the Wolf Hotel were home to Ellinwood’s public library for a time, and today’s tours include the quaint and cozy Underground Saloon, which keeps the memories of the city’s shady past alive.12

In 2016, the Society for Historical Archaeology’s annual conference in Washington, DC, included several seminars regarding “historical and archaeological research on brothels, saloons, and prostitution,” which “has helped to create a more inclusive view of past societies.”13 The sessions sought to further recognize the contributions of the prostitution industry to the growth of America and the west, as well as to broaden the scope of people in the industry, including male brothel owners and the women who worked for them. At last, worthy scholars are taking time to locate, assess, and dig around sites of prominent red-light districts and brothels as a means to better understand the prostitution industry of the past. Hand in hand with such efforts are the historians who research, document, and interpret the lives of the bawdy women who lived, worked, and died in the west as well as the Great Plains. And that is what this book is all about.





CHAPTER ONE

Concubines of Kansas

THEY SAY THAT THE TERM FOR A NEIGHBORHOOD OF PROSTITUTES, THE “red light district,” originated in Kansas when railroad men left their red lanterns sitting on the porch of their favorite shady ladies while they did business inside. Whether or not that is true remains up for debate, but the prostitution industry was thriving long before the Union Pacific Railroad completed a border-to-border line of tracks across the state in 1867. Kansas’s earliest prostitution actually dates to the early 1850s when the Santa Fe Trail snaked through the territory, bringing settlers to the raw west. Several outposts along the trail were available to the weary traveler, and often offered women whose favors could be purchased. In 1853, Santa Fe Trail traveler James Mead noted that “every trading or hunting establishment was called a ranch,” and that such places offered a variety of merchandise in addition to fresh water, whiskey, and women.1 Fellow traveler Robert Peck explained that such places were almost always surrounded by walls or other barriers to protect against Native attacks. In these remote places, working girls were most likely allowed to operate within the confines of the ranch as a means of protection. After all, the ranchers no doubt profited from a percentage of the money their girls made.

One notable “outpost,” located forty miles west of Ellinwood, was Camp Alert, which was originally established along the Santa Fe Trail in 1859 at the mouth of the Pawnee fork of the Arkansas River. A short time later, the fort was moved three miles west. Left behind was a small encampment referred to as Pawnee. Prostitution was of course strictly forbidden at the new Fort Larned, but that did not keep some prostitutes from setting up housekeeping at Pawnee. The 1875 state census reveals four prostitutes living there. They were identified as Mrs. Sanford and her ten-year-old daughter Lydia, Elizabeth Norton, Georgie O’Dell, and Jennie Butler. All four women shared the same house and employed a servant, Mary Morris. Next door was a house occupied by two other servants, Sophia Vance and Jasper Colfak. It is just a guess, but a likely one, that Sophia and Jasper worked for the women next door. The women’s ages ranged from twenty-four to thirty-five years, the latter being Mrs. Sanford’s age. Because she is listed first, Mrs. Sanford likely served as the madam of the bunch.

The Santa Fe and other trails went hand in hand with the birth of the cattle trade in Kansas. Annual drives and round-ups were prevalent by the late 1850s, and although the Civil War temporarily interrupted the cattle industry, more and more cowboys began bringing stock into the state from Texas and other places. The early towns and cattle camps of Kansas were primarily populated by cowboys in numbers two or three times more than single women. The men worked hard, sometimes toiling for upwards of eighteen hours in a single day and making around $30 a month. The idea of occasionally having a drink of hard liquor, eating a real meal, and cavorting with a shady lady must have appealed greatly to them. But prostitutes tended to move around often, generally arriving in cattle shipping towns during April and May, conducting business all summer, and slowly vacating for greener pastures beginning in late September.

In 1867, Abilene (established in 1856) became the first of Kansas’s cattle towns. In April that year, the Union Pacific began operations as ranchers and cowboys prepared to bring cattle in for shipping. Within a year, numerous shady ladies had made their way to town in anticipation of the hundreds of young cowboys that would soon be coming through. In July, Topeka’s fledgling newspaper, the Commonwealth, noted that “Hell is now in session in Abilene.” The paper was referring to the saloons and brothels that provided entertainment around the clock.2 In 1869, a newspaper from another town claimed Abilene had three brothels and twenty-one prostitutes.

The city of Abilene, in anticipation of the influx of wanton women, began working on its first ordinances against prostitution in 1870. The laws were put into place shortly after the first dance house opened in 1871. Among the new madams was young Mattie Silks, who opened her first high-class brothel. Mattie called her fine, two-story yellow place the Gulf House and served only champagne, as well as ten beautiful young ladies. Notably, the well-known marshal, James B. “Wild Bill” Hickok, once fought with Phil Coe of the Bull’s Head Saloon over Jessie Hazel, who worked for Mattie. The men settled their differences by gunfight, with Hickok the victor. That, along with a fatal shoot-out between prostitutes Louisville Lou and Jenny Lyons, drew the line for respectable citizens who successfully petitioned authorities to forcibly move the red-light district. As for Mattie, she eventually moved on to Denver, Colorado, where she reigned over the red-light realm for several decades.

During the spring of 1871, more soiled doves than ever flocked into Abilene in time for the cattlemen pouring into town from Texas to buy, sell, and trade their stock. While the city certainly appreciated the extra business the prostitution industry brought, the respectable women in town were subject to seeing “the garbed whores who paraded Texas Street, often in tipsy condition” who crossed their paths and sometimes hurled insults at them.3 In short order, the Abilene Chronicle reported that one hundred proper women had signed a petition against the red-light district. Officials were initially apathetic. It was over a month before the city council finally voted to begin taxing prostitutes and gamblers, forming a segregated red-light district at the edge of town, and hiring two police officers to keep a handle on things. In addition, the city passed additional new ordinances prohibiting prostitutes from entering saloons. They also began requiring $100 license fees of the said saloons, which eventually increased to $500.

Not all of the city council could agree on the ordinances. Councilman S. A. Burroughs, for instance, was less than happy with the proceedings and marched off in a huff during the ordinance meeting. But his resignation meant the council had no quorum. He was physically brought back to the city chambers by Marshal Hickok. Burroughs ran off again and was once more wrangled by Hickok, who “carried Burroughs in on his shoulder and stood guard while the council transacted further business.” But Mayor Joseph McCoy really took things too far when he commissioned a drawing of the incident and distributed it as far as he could. Some anonymous person lashed back by revealing in the Topeka Commonwealth newspaper that McCoy had recently been spied “with two harlots at once on his lap, one on each knee.”4 McCoy clearly wanted to make things as easy as he could for the harlots of his city, including arranging for them to be able to pay their fines annually at the courthouse. Doing so also saved the city money in the way of officers no longer being required to search for the women and extract their fines from them. In spite of the proceedings, the ladies of the town already had their routine set in place as the first cattle were being herded through Abilene. One settler noted that “each spring, coming most commonly from the cities of the Middle Border, gamblers, frequently accompanied by harlots, commenced their annual pilgrimage to bring tarnished glamor [sic] and manipulated excitement to the nondescript centers of the Plains.”5 Another, Theophilus Little, remembered that of the soiled doves flocking into Abilene, “I do believe there were hundreds of them.”6

The influx of prostitutes went unnoticed by few, given how many folks commented on them in Abilene. When the first cowboys brought their cattle to town, they found “scores of poor fallen women—if not hundreds. The streets were lined and crowded with saloons, gambling houses and dives and vile holes of hell.”7 The city’s first red-light district flourished north of town until Mayor McCoy, in an effort to keep the peace, made everybody move east of town but just inside the city limits. “McCoy’s Addition,” as it was first called, was soon known as Devil’s Half Acre.8 Eventually the city council leased forty acres on the south side railroad tracks running through town, specifically for the red-light district. The vast majority of the girls were urged to move there, while the respectable townsfolk kept to the north side.

At some point, a wall was built around the red-light district, which was home to about 111 women. The local madams were responsible for keeping their employees within its confines except when they went shopping in town. Abilene’s tenderloin district was a raucous, lively place. Theophilus Little remembered seeing “beer gardens, dance halls, and dancing platforms and saloons galore there.”9 Of course, everybody north of the tracks knew about the red-light district, with hack drivers willingly taking passengers there day and night. At its height, Abilene’s brothels numbered around thirty, each featuring between ten and twenty rooms where an amazing 200 to 300 girls worked in shifts so as to be able to serve clients twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Competition was fierce, with saloons offering their own “bar girls” and fancily dressed women who openly solicited from doors and windows.10 Higher class saloons like The Alamo offered upward of 4,800 square feet in which to drink and gamble, with a connecting boardwalk out back leading to the closest bordello.

Abilene’s days of rowdy cowboys and strumpets were relatively short. Mayor McCoy moved on to Wichita in 1872. In the wake of his departure, the city council immediately voted in more stringent liquor license fees and stiff fines against prostitution. The ladies began a mass exodus. The Farmer’s Protective Association in nearby Dickinson County made their opinion on the matter clear by openly stating that cattlemen should stop coming to Abilene to sell their stock, because “inhabitants of Dickinson will no longer submit to the evils of the trade.”11 But the cattle trade was dying down anyway, and Abilene’s city coffers floundered terribly with some 80 percent of the businesses in town shutting down due to a marked loss of income. The city tried, unsuccessfully, to lure the saloons and shady ladies back. But Abilene eventually lost its cattle trade to the railroad altogether when the shipping terminus was moved far south of the town and many businesses moved on to Ellsworth.

Ellsworth happily took over where Abilene left off. Although that town also would lose out on the cattle trade due to being bypassed by the rails, it did enjoy a short-lived time as a red-light center of Kansas. By 1869, there was at least one dance house/brothel. More wicked women came as the Kansas Pacific Railroad continued building west toward Ellsworth. Within a year, things were as crazy in Ellsworth as they had been in Abilene. One paper reported that “Thursday night last a terrible shooting affair occurred at a dance house in Ellsworth. Two men named Reed and Gardner and a female named Fanny Collins were killed, and another female named Nettie Baldwin, was shot through the stomach and breast, and the latest account was that she could not live.”12

Ellsworth’s town hall also would come up with laws against prostitution in 1871, but the citizens were far from prepared when the soiled doves from Abilene began flying in by the dozens the following year. The women’s antics were amusing at first; one article in the Ellsworth Reporter told of a drunken prostitute being taken to jail by the marshal and his assistant. The officer “insisted on her walking and she insisted on being carried,” the paper said. “As is always the way the woman came out victorious.”13 In another instance, a local soiled dove made good on a bet that she wouldn’t walk down Ellsworth’s main drag wearing nothing but a smile. She did, however, carry a pistol in each hand, and her “reputation for marksmanship was such that none of the men present dared to look her way.”14

One memorable madam of Ellsworth was Lizzie Palmer, whose marriage was less than ideal. After her husband set fire to her brothel, Lizzie wrote him a most eloquent poem:


Take Me Back Home Again

Take me back home again, take me back home,

Hopeless and helpless, in sorrow I roam;

Gone are the roses that gladdened my life,

I must toil on in the wearisome strife.

Once I was happy and friends were my lot,

Now I’m a wand’rer, despised and forgot!

Lonely and weary, in sorrow I roam,

Take me back home again, take me back home.

George, dear George, so gentle and mild,

Look once again on thy pitiful child!

Since we were parted I never have known

Love and affection so pure as thine own!

Days of my childhood, I dream of you now,

While in my sorrow and anguish I bow!

No one to love me ‘neath yon starry dome,

Take me back home again, take me back home.

Oh, could I live but the days that are flown,

Dearest and sweetest that ever were known,

Fondly I weep in my desolate pain,

Longing to be with my George again!

Weary, so weary, my heart yearns for rest,

Poor wounded bird that is robbed of its nest!

Child of affliction! dear George, I come,

Take me back home again, take me back home

Take me back home again, take me back home.



Lizzie’s heart-felt poem was for naught. The day she presented it to her husband, he burned up her new house, too. Later, he was found murdered.15

By the autumn of 1873, the prostitutes of Ellsworth were receiving word that the cattle industry as they knew it would soon end. Little by little the ladies moved on. One of them, Kittie Snow, was on her way back to her home state of New York but fell ill and died at Iowa Point, just over 200 miles into her trip. The Ellsworth Reporter remembered her kindly, noting that Kittie “belonged to the demimonde, but was once an intelligent, accomplished lady.”16 Once the cattle trade officially ended in Ellsworth in 1874, the harlots of the town drifted off and, one by one, were forgotten.

Another town to spring up in 1867 was Hays. Elizabeth Custer, when she visited Hays in its infancy, recalled that “there was hardly a building worthy of the name, except the station house.” The nicer structures were built of wood frame and canvas, but the “shanties” were constructed out of whatever the builder could find. Some of the roofs were made from flattened fruit and vegetable cans.17 Hays, however crude, was soon attracting saloon and dance hall owners. When Josephine Middlekauf moved there as a child with her family, she recalled seeing no less than seven saloons, some with gambling parlors and dance halls, situated along the old main drag east of Chestnut Street. Catherine Cavender would also remember the wild side of Hays when she arrived ten years later. Catherine said that the saloons and dance halls were mixed among more respectable businesses along the north side of the “one wide street about a block in length,” with the Union Pacific Railroad tracks running down the middle. Catherine’s party had literally just arrived in town and were standing on the platform of the depot when a shot rang out on the north side of the street. “A woman in a low-neck, short-skirted dress rushed screaming through the swinging door of a saloon,” she said, and “a man rushed out after her firing his pistol at her feet.” The woman ran down the crooked boardwalk and into Mrs. Bay’s dressmaking parlors, after which her assailant hopped on his horse and rode out of town, firing his six-guns and “whooping in glee.” A railroad employee explained to Catherine’s group that a drunk cowboy was just having fun, “shooting at the sidewalk to see her run.”18

The town of Ellinwood was unique among Kansas’s cattle towns in that its illicit nightlife was kept underground, quite literally. Founded in 1870, Ellinwood’s first citizens were of German descent whose architectural styles emulated those in far-off Bavaria—including tunnels and basements under the streets. The tunnels originally ran on both sides of Main Street for two blocks, connecting legitimate businesses with each other. They were accessed by outside corner staircases. The passageways were well thought out, with windows for ventilation but also the town’s wells. The ambient temperature underground kept the water from freezing during winter.

By the late 1880s, upward of eleven underground saloons, brothels, boot-and hat-makers, and other businesses were accessible to the cowboys who came through Ellinwood. The town appreciated the extra money, and respectable citizens liked the decreased risk of running into prostitutes or their patrons—although respectable women and their families were sometimes forced underground when tornados threatened the town. Customers in the tunnels could pop into Jung’s Barber Shop where they could get their laundry done, or take a warm bath for just $0.15. Jung also was said to offer additional services in the way of prostitutes right up to when he retired in 1929. Other businesses of the Ellinwood tunnels included pool halls, barber shops, and even a bowling alley. But it was the bathhouse and brothels that brought the most men underground. A few saloons flourished among the respectable businesses along above-ground Ellinwood’s streets too, some with brothels behind or underneath them. A fellow could enter the Wolitz Shoe Shop, John Wever’s Sample Room, Petz Meat Storage, and Drummer’s Sample Room with seemingly respectful intent, only to access the tunnels from these places. During the 1930s, some of Ellinwood’s underground businesses closed when coal, which was kept in the basements, ceased being used. The tunnels faded into history for several decades, but most of the surviving passageways are now open for tours

Although the state of Kansas outlawed all saloons beginning in 1880, a few remote outposts remained where a man could have a drink and female companionship. One of these was Coolidge, which was first called Sargent in 1877 before the name was changed in 1881. By 1884, Coolidge was known as being located in “No Man’s Land,” a large strip of land along the old Santa Fe Trail and the newer Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad. “No Man’s Land” was the result of establishing territorial boundaries in 1854, which left a section of public land that would not be claimed until 1890.19 Coolidge also happened to be located along the National Cattle Trail, which was widely used beginning in 1884 and 1885 when Kansas forbade tick-infested cattle from being herded across the state from Texas. Enter Trail City, which was located in Colorado, just across the border from Kansas and only a few miles from Coolidge. Trail City quickly became popular among outlaws and prostitutes, since one could enter the front door of a business in Colorado and exit from the back door literally within a few feet of the Kansas state line. On its wildest nights, horse races conducted from Trail City to Coolidge and back consisted of drunken cowboys with nude prostitutes riding on the backs of their horses.

The antics at Coolidge aside, some Kansas towns were notorious for violence in their red-light districts. At the mining town of Galena in 1897, a string of grisly murders were discovered which were so ghastly that they made the news for quite some time. Galena was established in the 1870s after travelers passing through spotted some sizeable chunks of lead lying around, which were mighty useful for making shot for pistols and rifles. Upward of 300 mines were established for extracting galena, the mineral lead is made from, and a town of the same name was in place by the early 1880s. Some thirty thousand miners called Galena home, and they were naturally treated to entertainment in the way of gambling halls, saloons, and brothels. An article in the Galena Sentinel later recalled how the main street through town was nicknamed “Red Hot Street” for all of the vice and violent mayhem that took place there.

In Galena, Nancy “Ma” Staffleback’s brothel was the most notorious. The place was known far and wide as a drunken den of debauchery where only the very brave dared visit. In 1897, one of Nancy’s girls, Lela Ann MacCombs, came to the police with a most riveting story. According to her, the body of Frank Galbraith, which had only recently been discovered floating in an abandoned mine shaft, was a victim of murder at the Staffleback house. It was ultimately revealed that Nancy and her husband, Charles Wilson, as well as Nancy’s sons, George, Mike, and Ed Staffleback, schemed to rob and kill customers at her palace of pleasure. Galbraith was not their only victim, apparently, as other killings also were reported. In one story, Mike returned to the house and “found his girl sitting on another man’s lap,” according to the Kansas Farmer and Mail and Breeze.20 The brute beat the girl to death with a six-shooter and killed another girl to keep her from telling anyone. Both bodies were hidden under a bed for the night before being dumped in a mine shaft. The Wichita Beacon also claimed that Mike Staffleback killed the man as well.

The authorities might not have known anything about the murders at the Staffleback house if not for Lela, who was told she would be killed if she said anything. But when George’s wife, Cora, argued with Nancy and was thrown out of the house, Lela left, too. Cora corroborated Lela’s story, as well as another prostitute named Rosa Hayne. All three ladies also verified that the Stafflebacks had killed “an old soldier” prior to their arrival in Galena, also that they killed and robbed a peddler before dumping his body into a mine shaft as well.21 More of Nancy’s girls were found to have been involved in Galbraith’s murder (mostly luring him to the house), but they were never charged. Nancy and her sons were sent to prison, and it was guessed that together, the family had committed many more murders than anyone knew.

In 1911, the Kansas Council of Women was founded to assist the welfare of the public. Their work included “improvement of women in education and work,” which included rehabilitating prostitutes.22 The KCW, as the group was known, quickly evolved into a temperance union of sorts. But their main goal was that of eradicating not just promiscuity, but also venereal diseases that had wracked the state for decades.


Reasons for Prostitution in Kansas, 1911


	(Based on answers given by 525 prostitutes interviewed)

	Death of or desertion by husband: 87

	Deceived or seduced: 72

	Driven by drinking and drugging: 91

	Economic need: 70

	Forced into white slavery: 59

	Influenced by “bad friends”: 42

	Seeking “easy money”: 90

	Supporting husband: 1023






In the end, it was the military which finally put a stop to prostitution during the first stages of World War I in 1916. Social diseases had long run rampant among soldiers, and military officers, so it was decided that the best way to battle these types of illnesses was to “temporarily ‘confine’ women considered lewd and lascivious” in order to prevent them from spreading sexually transmitted illnesses.24

Next, Kansas authorities tried forcing “reproductive sterilizations on those they felt could not be cured of their immoral behavior,” a move that is now of course viewed as antiquated thinking and terribly wrong besides. Only “Lillian,” an inmate of the Kansas State Industrial Farm for Women, was able to point out how social evils and social disease went hand in hand. In 1925, Lillian was accused of violating Chapter 205—Kansas’s law against “lewd and lascivious behavior.” She had been sentenced to hard labor at the Farm for the violation. But Lillian’s letter explained very clearly what happened to her: “My husband gave me this disease and when I found it out I ‘beat upon him’ and I was then arrested for disturbing the peace,” she explained.25 Lillian’s husband had likely contracted his illness from a prostitute, who likely got it from a male customer. Lillian’s statement was a perfect illustration of an ugly cycle. By then, however, frontier prostitution as it was once known in Kansas was over anyway.
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CHAPTER TWO

Wicked Wichita

AS KANSAS GREW, SO DID THE NUMBER OF CITIES AND TOWNS THAT soon included city governments and proper society. One of the earliest communities, Wichita, was founded in 1868. The city grew quickly, with a population of 689 people within a year. By 1871, prostitution was rampant when a new marshal, Mike Meagher, was hired. Meagher was likeable enough, and immediately set up personal meetings with each madam in town. The marshal informed the ladies that there would now be a monthly fine system which must be adhered to by law. Those women who opposed the measure were told they must follow the new law or leave town. The marshal also assured the city council that the fining system would greatly reduce the number of newcomers. The proper ladies of the town watched the attempts to control the skin trade of Wichita for about a year, but were dissatisfied and ultimately petitioned the city council to close the local brothels altogether. But it was too late; a Topeka newspaper noted that one of the best-known dance halls in Wichita “is patronized mainly by cattle herders, though all classes visit it; the respectable mostly from curiosity.” The place also drew cowboys and strangers from out of town. Each of them, said the paper, had “painted and jeweled courtezans [sic] for partners.”1

To appease the discontented masses, Meagher successfully moved Wichita’s red-light district to Delano, a budding neighborhood across the Arkansas River, in 1872. The editor of the Wichita Eagle expressed his satisfaction with the move, noting that “Delano is improving very rapidly and business is said to be very lively over there.”2 For all of the concern about Wichita’s shady ladies, however, there were only between five and seven prostitutes working in town when the first train rolled into Wichita in May of 1872. The cattle shipping season was just beginning, and by August, three brothels and thirteen prostitutes were counted in the city proper. The number would increase to four bordellos and fourteen girls, but would eventually decrease as the shipping season drew to a close at summer’s end.

Even as the season rolled to its end, things remained rough in Delano. That August, two prostitutes who had indulged in several glasses of wine began arguing loudly. The spectacle attracted numerous men—several hundred in fact—who soon surrounded the ladies and watched eagerly as they went to blows. Not one stepped forward to stop the fight; instead, the women were allowed to carry on until all they were wearing were “shreds of their finery on soiled and wanton forms.” In reporting the incident, the Wichita City Eagle did not blame the women, but shamed the men for being so uncivilized as to let such a fight happen, let alone watch it.3 Surely the citizens of Wichita felt a bit of relief in November; when the season was over for the year, only two brothels and six women were left in town. But more than a dozen prostitutes were back by January 1873, when that many women perished in a hotel fire on 5thAvenue. At least one newspaper expressed much sympathy for the ladies, but not for the owners of the hotel who escaped the flames while the women died. Various charities paid for their funerals as the paper suggested spending more money for regular building inspections and fire alarms.

For his part, Marshal Meagher continued making sure that Wichita’s wayward women duly paid their monthly fines. The standard fine was $8 per month per prostitute, and each woman was fined $2 in court costs each time she was arrested. Brothels paid an additional $18 each month. It cost another $25 if they wanted to legally sell whiskey. In August alone, the city made a combined $1,025 off of the prostitution and liquor industry. The amount was large enough that the treasurer’s report showed that general business taxes were unnecessary. Whether the legitimate businesses in town were appreciative is unrecorded.
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