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It’s A Wonderful Life
Red-Light Districts and Anti-Vice Reform

In 1947, when director Frank Capra ﬁrst released his Christmas classic, It’s A
Wonderful Life, he impressed neither the ﬁlm critics nor American audiences.∞
Hopelessly anachronistic from its cinematography to its subject, It’s A Wonderful
Life seemed more a product of the 1920s than a new ﬁlm for the postwar era.
Indeed, as with another nostalgic classic, The Wizard of Oz, released only eight
years earlier, viewers immediately recognized that the movie’s version of smalltown America had already largely vanished. Although Capra’s sentimental message appeared painfully obvious, his audiences typically missed one of the subtexts
of It’s A Wonderful Life. For just as the characters in The Wizard of Oz depicted an
increasingly obscure allegory about bimetallism, Populism, and the 1896 presidential election, Capra wrapped his vision of all that might have gone wrong had
George Bailey never been born around a visual recapitulation of Progressive-era
arguments against the toleration of vice in American cities.≤ By self-consciously
juxtaposing Bedford Falls and Pottersville, Capra made concrete the dire warnings of early twentieth-century anti-vice reformers as to what would happen if
commercialized vice—the business of urban pleasure—went unchecked by the
good people in the community. Although this context is now entirely forgotten,
It’s A Wonderful Life demonstrates the lasting cultural impact of an important
Progressive-era struggle to close tolerated red-light districts.
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From the late 1890s through World War I, one of the central debates in American municipalities concerned the location and regulation of urban vice. Different factions within cities—machine politicians, upper-class reformers, settlementhouse workers, vice proprietors, and participants in commercial nightlife—fought
over the appropriate place of sex and saloons in urban America. For Capra, the
answer was clear. The charming innocence of Bedford Falls far outweighed the
worldly decadence of Pottersville. For a historian, however, his contrast provides
an analytical starting point.
Capra showed George Bailey’s importance to Bedford Falls by contrasting
small-town charm with big-city seediness. Without a Bailey to stand in his way,
Henry F. Potter, the commercial banker who controlled most of the town, renamed the city after himself and turned its quiet main street into a thriving redlight district full of burlesque houses, strip clubs, disreputable bars, and pawnshops. Where the Bijou theatre in Bedford Falls played The Bells of St. Mary’s, in
Pottersville the bright lights advertised ‘‘Girls—Girls—Girls’’ and ‘‘Georgia’s Striptease Dance.’’ A cacophony of jazz issuing from Pottersville’s competing dives
supplanted the Italian folk ballads of Martini’s sedate watering hole in Bedford
Falls. For George, and the audience, Pottersville represented a nightmare incarnate in which the powers of good have overturned the world in order to convince
George of the value of his life. When the angels ultimately gave him back his life,
George knew that everything was well again because the town’s taxi driver recognized him, his daughter’s rose petals were in his pocket, and his car was once
again wound around a neighbor’s tree. The audience knew all was well when the
gentle glow of Bedford Falls’ Christmas lights replaced the ﬂashing neon signs of
Pottersville.
Capra’s heavy-handed juxtaposition of respectable Bedford Falls with disreputable Pottersville exempliﬁes the dualism that successive generations of cultural
commentators and present-day policymakers have imposed on the regulation of
vice. Pottersville and Bedford Falls capture the binary extremes of expressive/
repressive; wet/dry; pro/con; just-say-yes/just-say-no. In contrast, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, inﬂuential factions within American cities
saw sex, drugs, alcohol, commercial leisure, and social order as multifaceted and
interconnected problems for which no single, easy answer existed. Thus, even
though Capra recapitulated the fears of Progressive reformers in his portrayal of
Pottersville, his clear-cut values obscured the Progressives’ more nuanced approach to managing urban morality.
Anti-vice reformers at the turn of the century also wished to establish clear
distinctions. They wanted to separate residence from commerce and respectable
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from disreputable, but they never expected to eliminate completely one side of
the divide. Instead, these moral reformers sought to reduce the worst effects of
urban vice. Bedford Falls could have a movie theater, a drugstore with soda
fountain, and even an Italian café, but no burlesque halls or pawn shops. Although these early twentieth-century reformers abhorred the ‘‘social evils,’’ especially prostitution and drinking, they eschewed a ‘‘Mosaic conception of law.’’ As
quintessential Progressives, they dismissed the thou-shall-not extremes of prohibitory law as unrealistic and instead sought pragmatic solutions to complicated
problems.≥ Ultimately, the advocates of total suppression won—on prostitution
and drugs, if not alcohol—but when present-day policymakers dismiss positions
less extreme than ‘‘zero tolerance’’ because American morality would never allow
such ethically ambiguous legislation, they misrepresent history and exclude a
number of regulatory possibilities that politicians from both parties once considered viable options.
No panacea exists that solves the problems of prostitution, drinking, and drugtaking, but I chose to study the business and regulation of vice from the establishment of vice districts in the 1890s to the repeal of Prohibition in 1933, because
during these years urban reformers explored a range of social-order policies, including licensing, geographic limitation, suppression, and incarceration. In particular, this book explores the consequences of ‘‘reputational segregation,’’ the
geographic conﬁnement of commercial vice to distinct city neighborhoods. Starting in the 1890s, elite reformers, who resembled Henry Potter in terms of class
background if not social attitudes, fought to establish red-light districts as a way to
manage urban immorality and limit the visibility of vice. Yet, contrary to the
expectations of reputational segregation’s Gilded-Age advocates, these tolerated
tenderloins encouraged the economic growth of disreputable leisure and the
cultural efﬂorescence of the ‘‘sporting class,’’ as the participants in commercial
vice called themselves.
As the 1900s progressed, a new generation of social reformers, who often came
from the professional class and shared both the demographics and the values of
George Bailey, sought to eliminate the ‘‘commercializers’’ of vice. The Progressives reviled the managers of disreputable leisure for exploiting humanity’s worst
impulses in their endless quest for proﬁt. During World War I, urban reformers
succeeded in their quest to alter the business of vice and closed red-light districts
in cities across the United States, and in so doing, they ended the era of controlled
toleration. The elimination of the districts and the passage of Prohibition marked
the start of a new regulatory regime.
But regulation represents only part of the story. While reformers implemented
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their plans to improve urban morality, the participants in disreputable leisure
adapted to changing social-order policies with resilience. As a result, this book
looks beyond the passage of these repressive policies and continues into the 1920s
in order to evaluate the impact that the closure of the districts and the passage of
Prohibition had on the consumers and providers of commercial vice. Even when
excluded from the respectable conﬁnes of regulatory politics, participants in disreputable leisure still managed to challenge government policies through their
everyday practices and their use of city space. They too shaped urban society.
The sporting class played an important role in the development of the new
popular culture that emerged at the turn of the century. In cities as diverse as
Hartford, Connecticut, Butte, Montana, Macon, Georgia, and El Paso, Texas,
vice districts formed an integral part of the city center. Situated near the commercial downtown and overlapping the ‘‘white-light district’’ of the theater area, redlight districts gained an implicit legitimacy that blurred the line between respectable and disreputable nightlife.∂ Neither a wellspring of wickedness nor a site of
complete liberatory license, the world of commercial leisure offered its own set of
social codes for calculating class status. As such, the sporting class persistently
challenged the moral precepts of mainstream society. But the transgressions of the
sporting world should not lead us to romanticize red-light districts. The tenderloin
encouraged cultural creativity—jazz originated in these disreputable turn-of-thecentury venues—but it also produced grotesque brutality and unabated ugliness.
Drunken bums wallowed in district gutters, pimps beat their prostitutes to death,
johns waited in line for quick ﬁfty-cent fucks, and angry whites attacked more
successful blacks. However brightly the lights shone in Pottersville, even its most
avid advocates recognized its ugly side.
Nevertheless, long after the closure of the districts, the manners and mores of
the sporting world continued to inﬂuence the new popular culture of commercial
recreation. Rejecting bourgeois restraints during their leisure hours, some urbanites participated in their city’s nightlife and embraced the sporting world’s
expansive vision of gender, consumption, and having a good time. George Bailey
and suburban audiences may have appreciated the quiet stability of Bedford Falls,
but some city dwellers would always revel in the opportunities offered on Pottersville’s thriving strip.

chapter one

Segregating Vice,
1890–1909

Reformers closed the red-light districts, but ﬁrst they created them. In the 1890s,
elite good-government advocates proposed the establishment of vice districts as a
way to isolate working-class politicians from their more unsavory constituents. By
repudiating the moral extremes of prohibition, the symptomatic focus of social
hygiene, and the individualized efforts of rescue work, these Gilded-Age reformers broke with previous anti-vice movements and offered reputational segregation
as a pragmatic solution to the social and political ills of urban life. They thought
that municipalities should tolerate brothels, saloons, and gambling dens, as long
as the venues associated with vice stayed inside designated geographic conﬁnes.
Reformers believed that without neighborhood saloons in which to meet the
locals, or payoffs from brothels and gambling dens to ﬁnance their candidates, the
city’s working-class partisan political organization, popularly called the machine,
would lose its stranglehold on urban government. Embracing a contingent view
of public morality, these municipal reformers, also known as mugwumps, sought
to change both the structure of municipal politics and the organization of urban
space. At the end of the nineteenth century, the mugwumps cracked down on
politically protected vice, ﬁghting brutal battles in cities across the United States
to move disreputable leisure out of residential neighborhoods and into the commercial downtown.
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The mugwumps gained their reputation as anti-corruption elitists during the
1884 presidential election. Instead of supporting the candidacy of Senator James
‘‘Boodle’’ Blaine, known for kowtowing to the ‘‘railroad interests,’’ they bolted
from the Republican party and voted for Grover Cleveland, the New York State
governor who made his name opposing New York City’s Irish-run, Democratic
party machine, Tammany Hall.∞ As political cartoonist Thomas Nast explained
when endorsing Grover Cleveland: ‘‘We love him most for the enemies he has
made.’’≤ The prime movers behind this campaign against political corruption
came out of the urban social elite and included bankers, industrialists, career
philanthropists, and upper-class clergy from liturgical Protestant denominations,
mainly Episcopalians and Presbyterians. They believed that the ‘‘best men’’
should govern, mistrusted democracy, and despised ‘‘professional’’ politicians for
their unabashed political corruption. If mugwumps generally advocated limited
government and the enforcement of existing laws on national issues, they willingly accepted political initiative and police power at the local level when it was
located in the right hands—their own hands. Announcing that they would rather
vote their conscience than blindly follow party precepts, the mugwumps led the
way in nonpartisan political reform.≥
If the mugwumps represented a venerable patrician tradition that advocated
elite rule, then members of the urban machine spoke for both the reputable and
disreputable working class. Men like ‘‘Boss’’ William Tweed, ‘‘Honest’’ John
Kelly, and ‘‘Big Tim’’ Sullivan grew up in the inner city and earned their livings as
artisans, dock workers, newsboys, and boxers before devoting themselves to rising
within the ranks of the local Democratic party organization.∂ As full-time politicians who worked even when the legislature was in recess, these men built the
machine’s constituency through the favors they traded. If the son of a loyal party
member needed a job, ward captains asked around about open positions in the
city government or businesses run by other party faithfuls. These men also prided
themselves on no-questions-asked charity. If a family within their ward lost its
home, machine politicians arranged new accommodations. Big Tim Sullivan
burnished his reputation in New York City’s Bowery by distributing thousands of
shoes to the poor without once asking about the recipients’ moral standing. Likewise, other party leaders made their names organizing picnics and excursions,
entertaining everyone who came so long as they understood on election day that
the machine provided the largesse.∑ For all their generosity, machine politicians
expected to beneﬁt ﬁnancially from their participation in the party organization.
While George Washington Plunkitt, ‘‘the sage of Tammany Hall,’’ distinguished
between ‘‘honest graft’’ (proﬁting from preferential contracts) and ‘‘dishonest
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graft’’ (extracting payoffs from brothels and gambling dens), not all machine
politicians made these ﬁne distinctions.∏ As a result, the mugwumps presumed
that the machine received a substantial part of its ﬁnancial backing from the
proprietors of commercialized vice.
Unsurprisingly, given their completely incompatible cultural and political
values, mugwumps and the members of the machine disagreed over the role of
commercial vice in urban society. The machine wanted to maintain the status
quo of unconﬁned leisure, while good-government advocates wanted to reconﬁgure the geography of American municipalities before the cities grew too big to
change. In their efforts to realize this ambitious project, late nineteenth-century
reformers devoted themselves to defeating the machine. But before their battles
began, the mugwumps outlined their vision of urban life, an integral part of which
included segregated vice districts.

defining the district
Vice districting, a distinctly American phenomenon, arose out of the United
States’ creole cultural heritage and the new science of city planning. Usually
located near a city’s commercial downtown, red-light districts abutted the respectable theater district and were easily accessible from the train station. The most
famous of these districts included New York’s Tenderloin, Chicago’s Levee, San
Francisco’s Barbary Coast, and New Orleans’s Storyville, but smaller cities such as
Bridgeport, Connecticut, Louisville, Kentucky, and Tacoma, Washington, also
featured vice districts.π Sociologist Robert Park considered the clustering of drinking, gambling, and prostitution into distinct neighborhoods a spontaneous phenomenon, but the records of city councils and local reformers reveal a different
story.∫ Although never entirely successful in concentrating all of a city’s vice into
the commercial downtown, the mugwumps made the tolerated tenderloin a part
of America’s urban landscape.
In Europe, reglementation, or the venereal inspection of prostitutes, served as
the ofﬁcial norm for controlling the sex trade. Unlike American reformers, European regulators generally left city space unchanged. As a policy based on public
health, not urban planning, reglementation did not require geographic concentration.Ω That is not to say that city leaders in the United States never proposed
public-health measures for managing urban immorality. In 1870, St. Louis’s city
council enacted its notorious Social Evil Ordinance, requiring the venereal inspection of prostitutes. Four years later, after a vituperative campaign against the
program, the Missouri legislature nulliﬁed the law. The outcry over the St. Louis
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‘‘experiment’’ not only killed the ordinance within the city, but its failure discouraged other cities from implementing similar programs, despite support from
most medical doctors.∞≠ The rejection of reglementation in the United States
carried important consequences. While the public-health approach to prostitution existed as a possible policy throughout the Gilded Age and the Progressive
era, reglementation never gained enough adherents to serve as a politically viable
alternative to either suppression or segregation.
To American reformers, restructuring the city’s moral geography mattered more
than monitoring the health of already-errant sinners. The mugwumps wanted to
rethink how municipalities managed the business of vice, not how they handled
the detritus associated with that business. This institutional emphasis explains why
urban reformers did not concern themselves solely with prostitution. The proprietors of saloons, gambling dens, and dance halls needed to pay ‘‘blackmail money’’
to the machine as much as brothel-keepers did. This comprehensive view of urban
immorality distinguished the mugwumps from rescue workers, who hoped to save
prostitutes by returning them to a righteous path. By contrast, the mugwumps,
unwilling to settle for rerouting a few fallen women, used districting to reconﬁgure
entire city streets, physically altering the organization of urban environments.
Despite their lofty goals, Gilded-Age reformers recognized with rare pragmatism that the demand for drinking, gambling, and prostitution would not disappear. They hoped that by restricting vice to the downtown—and forcing men to
travel out of their neighborhoods if they wanted to engage in disreputable activities—they would decrease urban youths’ accidental introduction to illicit vice and
sever regular patrons’ ties to the politics of a particular ward.∞∞ Men like goodgovernment advocate George Frederick Elliott argued that controlled toleration
in designated areas would satisfy the demand for disreputable pleasure without
reinforcing the negative impact laissez-faire leisure had on urban neighborhoods.∞≤ During a heated campaign before the 1901 municipal elections in New
York City, social hygienist Prince Morrow condemned ‘‘a vice crusade that would
scatter the vicious all over the city,’’ but William H. Baldwin, railroad magnate
and anti-vice reformer, countered Morrow’s criticisms by arguing for the segregation of vice: ‘‘Logic has it that the social evil must tend to particular localities. . . . I
would rather see a little hell than a big hell.’’∞≥ In creating their ‘‘little hells,’’
municipal mugwumps fought to remove commercial leisure from residential
neighborhoods.∞∂ They intentionally homogenized workingmen’s pastimes by divorcing them from the ethnic and political particularities of different city neighborhoods. The mugwumps believed that geographic separation would decrease
the impact of disreputable leisure on the city as a whole.
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The most notorious way to concentrate illicit vice was to adopt municipal
ordinances that explicitly deﬁned the boundaries outside of which prostitutes
could not practice their trade. New Orleans’s Storyville remains the best-known
district created through city ordinances, but other cities, including Shreveport,
Houston, and El Paso, also enacted red-light ordinances.∞∑ Despite the claims in
the Blue Books, directories promoting New Orleans’s vice, Storyville was not the
only legal district; it was, however, the only red-light district vetted by the U.S.
Supreme Court.∞∏ Shortly after Storyville’s establishment in 1897, George L’Hote,
Bernardo Gonzales Carbajal, and the Church Extension Society of the Methodist
Episcopal Church challenged the legitimacy of Councilman Sidney Story’s ordinance, arguing that the new district constituted both a public and a private
nuisance. The Justices disagreed and ruled in 1900 that districting involved legitimately exercised local police powers.∞π As the U.S. Supreme Court saw it, municipalities had ‘‘one of three possibilities’’ when it came to the regulation of disorderly houses: ‘‘First, absolute prohibition; second, full freedom in respect to place,
coupled with rules of conduct; or, third, a restriction of the location of such
houses to certain deﬁned limits.’’∞∫ In other words, cities could ofﬁcially segregate
vice.
L’Hote v. New Orleans declared districting constitutional, but most of the time
neither the city council, the police commissioners, nor the citizen’s associations
found it necessary to deﬁne red-light districts quite so explicitly. Informal methods
worked just as well and caused signiﬁcantly less controversy. Through tacit localization, the position of a city’s red-light district stayed more customary than codiﬁed.∞Ω Yet, even if a core of brothels and disreputable saloons already existed
within a city, at the turn of the century, municipal politicians sought to sharpen
the district’s boundaries. They fought to limit saloons to the commercial downtown, and when they could not directly regulate dance halls, pool parlors, and
shooting galleries based on their primary purpose, they concentrated these venues
through their control of liquor licenses. Just as importantly, though, urban reformers ordered the police to pull prostitutes, gamblers, and other disorderly
individuals out of places in respectable neighborhoods and push them into venues
within the red-light district. The police accomplished this relocation through the
unequal enforcement of the law, arresting those who loitered outside the district’s
designated conﬁnes.
In the 1890s, a decade marked by an ‘‘outburst of investigations’’ into police
corruption, reform-minded law enforcement ofﬁcials sided with the mugwumps
and quietly offered reputational segregation as a solution to reduce crime, corruption, and the open, uninhibited expression of urban vice.≤≠ Commissioners like
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New York’s William McAdoo believed that restricting vice to certain neighborhoods reduced crime throughout the city.≤∞ Going beyond the often-cited cliché
that prostitutes served society because they saved respectable women from sexually importunate men, police commissioners argued that districting reduced
crime because, sooner or later, most criminals patronized prostitutes, who then
provided a ready-made pool of informants.≤≤ From the police perspective, the
centrality of the city’s vice district made the surveillance and apprehension of the
city’s criminals easier.≤≥ Long after Progressive reformers stopped advocating districting as a disciplinary measure for managing urban immorality, the police
continued to support segregation as a means of controlling vice.
The city courts also played their part in concentrating vice within deﬁned
limits.≤∂ Judges, many of whom sympathized with municipal reformers, favored
localization and reinforced their city’s red-light district by sentencing vice offenders more harshly if they operated outside of the district’s understood limits.≤∑ As
housing advocate Lawrence Veiller observed thirteen years after the passage of
New York’s 1901 Tenement House Law, the ‘‘theory . . . was to make the penalty for
prostitution in tenement houses so much more severe than it was for prostitution
in ordinary disorderly houses as to make it attractive for the prostitutes to leave the
tenement houses and to go into regular houses of prostitution.’’≤∏ Although less
systematic than districting through city ordinance, tacit localization garnered the
support of key municipal ofﬁcials and, at the turn of the century, it aroused little
outrage from the general public.≤π Indeed, some found it quite advantageous.
Real estate speculators, in particular, strongly supported vice districting. While
individual homeowners decried the presence of commercialized vice near their
residences, absentee landlords endorsed the centralization of vice at the edges of
the central business district.≤∫ Landlords who owned property near the commercial downtown often based their investment on the eventual expansion of the
business district. When leasing to tenants engaged in illicit but proﬁtable activities, absentee landlords demanded higher rents from their disreputable tenants
than they could ever ask of respectable ones. Thus the owners of real estate within
red-light districts raked in exorbitant sums while they awaited the further development of the downtown to increase the value of their land.≤Ω In Shreveport, aware
of the inﬂated rents that they could ask within the district, landlords with property
adjacent to St. Paul’s Bottom successfully lobbied the city council to redraw
the Bottom’s boundaries to include their properties.≥≠ Although most landlords
showed greater circumspection in their support of vice districts, few objected to a
policy that made a long-term landholding strategy proﬁtable in the short term.
Vice districts proved viable because a couple of key constituencies supported
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them. With allies in the excise department, police department, and the city
courts, the mugwumps reordered city space with the speciﬁc intention of changing the way men and women socialized when out on the town. Yet for all their
concerns about popular morality, municipal elites at the turn of the century saw
vice districting as a way to attack the urban machine.

the politics of districting
The creation of vice districts was a high priority on the anti-machine agenda of
elite reformers. Municipal mugwumps sought to concentrate drinking, gambling,
and prostitution in the commercial downtown in order to separate disreputable
leisure from popular politics. By restricting saloons, and their attendant vices, to a
distinct district, reform politicians hoped to denature the political function of
drinking establishments and limit the power of saloonkeepers within city government.≥∞ Similar to reformers’ attempts to remove polling places from saloons,
centralize the police force, and eliminate wards altogether through a commission
form of government, vice districting constituted part of their larger project to
detach ring politicians from their neighborhoods.≥≤
Districting held particular importance to the mugwumps because of its perceived ﬁnancial ramiﬁcations. Convinced that payoffs from vice proprietors constituted the ﬁnancial backbone of the machine, reformers like Charles Parkhurst,
minister of the elite Madison Square Presbyterian Church in midtown Manhattan, argued that his crusade between 1892 and 1894 to close brothels and gambling
halls weakened Tammany Hall.≥≥ In the sermon that started the campaign, Parkhurst swore to rid the city of ‘‘the polluted harpies that, under the pretence of
governing the city, are feeding day and night on its quivering vitals.’’≥∂ More
practically, Parkhurst and his compatriots in the Society for the Prevention of
Crime raided disreputable venues to show the underworld that despite the blackmail money paid to ward leaders, Tammany Hall could not protect them from
arrest.≥∑ By exposing the extent of machine corruption to reputable voters and
discrediting ward politicians’ promises to disreputable voters, Parkhurst and other
anti-machine agitators endeavored to inﬂuence elections, unseat ring politicians,
and usher reformers into ofﬁce.≥∏
In New York City, reformers’ attempts to concentrate vice into just a few
neighborhoods were particularly public, extended, and never entirely successful.≥π Consequently, Manhattan never had a red-light district as such, but identiﬁable pockets of disreputable entertainment always existed. Five Points, the Tenderloin, the Lower East Side along the Bowery, ‘‘Little Coney Island’’ around
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110th Street and Cathedral Parkway, and, later, part of Harlem, north of 125th
Street on Lenox and Seventh Avenues, all gained national reputations as red-light
districts.≥∫ The concentration of brothels, saloons, dance halls, and cheap theaters
distinguished these neighborhoods from other areas of poor repute, but immorality alone did not deﬁne a vice district. The sheer commerciality of the entertainment offered there gave these areas an identity distinct from neighborhoods with
more casually proffered immoral services. Over the years, these places of persistent immorality garnered the attention of entertainment entrepreneurs, grafttaking government ofﬁcials, and urban reformers trying to improve the city’s
image. Then, as now, city leaders asked what they should do about such places.
New York City at the turn of the twentieth century was no different.
In 1900 and 1901, against the backdrop of the charter battles to unify Brooklyn
and Manhattan, New York’s Committee of Fifteen attempted to eradicate prostitution and gambling from the tenements and consolidate these activities into a
limited number of commercial districts. When Tammany Hall established an
anti-vice committee, the Committee of Five, in early November, New York City’s
Chamber of Commerce battled back by forming the Committee of Fifteen. Despite its ofﬁcial-sounding name, the Committee of Fifteen was a private association founded by a self-appointed mix of Manhattan’s most successful bankers,
lawyers, publishers, industrialists, and clergymen.≥Ω Inspired by Charles Parkhurst’s successful unseating of machine candidates in the 1894 election, the Fifteen swore to uncover the Tammany-tolerated vice they believed the Committee
of Five would endeavor to hide.∂≠
The Committee of Fifteen was composed of New York’s ‘‘best men,’’ including
railroad magnate William H. Baldwin, banker Jacob Schiff, publisher George
Haven Putnam, and renowned academic E. R. A. Seligman.∂∞ Sparing no expense, they hired a team of detectives to document the moral geography of
Manhattan. From their investigators’ reports, the Fifteen created a precinct-byprecinct catalog that mapped the organized toleration of prostitution and gambling in Manhattan. At the same time, they used the investigators’ notarized
testimony to prosecute illicit activity occurring in the tenement districts. In the
latter endeavor, the Committee of Fifteen worked hand-in-hand with the newly
formed Tenement House Commission to drive prostitutes out of tenement apartments and to ﬁne landlords a thousand dollars for each documented instance of
immorality.∂≤ As the Fifteen moved prostitution and gambling out of residential
neighborhoods and into commercial centers, the New York Times endorsed their
efforts at vice districting, observing that ‘‘the diffusion of vice . . . is more to be
dreaded than the localization of it.’’∂≥ Playing to the press throughout their tenure,
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the Committee of Fifteen fronted their every move against the backdrop of Tammany corruption.∂∂
Earlier in November 1900, Tammany’s Executive Committee had appointed a
Committee of Five to ‘‘investigate the moral conditions of the city.’’ Following a
well-publicized letter condemning Tammany’s toleration of vice that Episcopal
Bishop Henry C. Potter sent to Mayor Robert A. Van Wyck, Tammany Boss
Richard Croker ordered the formation of the Committee of Five to demonstrate
the speciousness of Potter’s accusations.∂∑ To repair Tammany’s reputation, the
Committee tried to construct the rampant toleration of vice as purely a problem of
police corruption, independent of any Tammany involvement. The Five argued
that the police kept all the payoffs they received and that not a single cent went
into Tammany coffers, despite easily exposed examples of political patronage.
Many members of the force, from the lowest beat cops to the police chief himself,
received their positions as a reward for their partisan support of the Democratic
machine. As a result, the Committee of Five neither persuaded the press of its
claims concerning the police nor of its sincerity in rooting out political corruption.∂∏ Even the crackdowns the Committee conducted received censure. During
its tenure, the Five orchestrated a series of spectacular raids against pool rooms
and brothels, but the district attorney attested that these raids produced insufﬁcient evidence for prosecution.∂π A Harper’s Weekly cartoon illustrated the extent
to which the Progressive press discredited the Five’s investigation. With a poster in
the background announcing ‘‘The Greatest Show on Earth’’—an overt reference
to the Barnum and Bailey Circus—the foreground showed the Five riding the
Tammany tiger while it chased its tail. The subtitle asked, ‘‘Just suppose we should
catch up with ourselves?’’∂∫ But they never did. The Committee of Five tried to
use popular disgust with police corruption to deﬂect criticism of Tammany practices; however, in the end they did more to show the extent of corruption riddling
city government than to burnish the reputation of Tammany politicians.∂Ω
The Five reached only one area of accord with the Fifteen: they both favored
reputational segregation. As 1901 progressed, New York’s newspapers published
successive proposals from the Committee of Fifteen and the Committee of Five
concerning the regulation of vice. Eventually, the Five joined the Fifteen in
supporting segregation, but the two committees never reached a consensus about
who should oversee districting and how those supervisors should deal with vice
outside of designated district conﬁnes. This disagreement involved process more
than policy, but the Committees controlled neither. As ephemeral commissions,
the Five and the Fifteen could recommend solutions, but they left implementation to the politicians they endorsed. In the short run, the Chamber of Commerce

‘‘An Awful Possibility,’’ cover, 1901. Mugwump cartoonist W. A. Rogers lampoons
the likelihood of the Tammany-appointed Committee of Five discovering any
politically tolerated vice in New York City. Harper’s Weekly 45 (26 Jan. 1901).
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and the Committee of Fifteen triumphed—Seth Low and the Fusion ticket won
the 1901 elections—but after the elections, and with the dispersion of the Committee of Fifteen, the pressure to police neighborhood vice eased.∑≠ By 1904, the lid
was off and New York City was once again wide open. Tenement prostitution had
decreased, but the Raines Law hotels, which combined the worst of saloons and
brothels, became the new bête noire of New York’s anti-vice reformers.∑∞
The 1901 campaign taught important lessons to both machine politicians and
municipal reformers. Police corruption remained an intransigent problem, and a
touchstone in election rhetoric, but in segregation ring politicians found a way to
manage vice without seeming to favor a wide-open city. Moreover, Tammany
politicians ably appropriated the reformers’ rationale for districting and managed
to present themselves as moderate, pragmatic candidates.∑≤ The Committee of
Fifteen, on the other hand, learned the limitations of raiding. As an enforcement
technique, raiding accomplished little, merely pushing prostitutes and gamblers
into other parts of an unregulated city, while as a political message, repetitious
raiding wearied a sophisticated electorate.∑≥ Nevertheless, the Committee of Fifteen showed that a private association could, with the proper leverage and a
departmental ally in the city’s executive branch, police urban vice and successfully suppress some of its manifestations.
Before disbanding, the Fifteen called for the end of ‘‘spasmodic’’ reform and
the establishment of a permanent organization to apply persistent pressure on the
police and vice proprietors; a call that the Committee of Fourteen answered four
years later in 1905.∑∂ As the century turned, and mugwumps became Progressives,
the component parts of larger campaigns developed into causes of their own. Like
other points in the anti-machine platform, anti-vice reform gathered the momentum to turn into its own movement.∑∑

working the system
The Committee of Fourteen, which existed from 1905 to 1930, was a highly
inﬂuential anti-vice association. From the start, the Committee of Fourteen’s
members supported vice districting. Although they later rejected segregation,
their early acceptance of vice districting meant that the Fourteen’s method for
managing urban entertainment was both ﬂexible and contingent.∑∏ Adopting a
sliding scale to judge a venue’s acceptability, they took into account the functional
distinctions of place and purpose. Their ratings depended not only on the establishment’s roughness, but also on its proximity to reputable mixed-sex entertainment like the theater district, and whether eating, drinking, gambling, dancing, or
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sex served as the venue’s primary purpose. For the Fourteen, districting turned
into an almost invisible issue. Whether they assumed, accepted, expected, or
rejected segregation, they built it into their system of social regulation.∑π
Although it was the self-designated successor of the Committee of Fifteen, the
Committee of Fourteen was less elite and more diverse than its predecessor.∑∫ The
Fourteen included more women, Catholics, and Jews than the Committee of
Fifteen ever even considered.∑Ω Still, the Committee hardly qualiﬁed as a plebeian organization. Both its membership and its approach toward anti-vice reform
reﬂected its strong bourgeois bias. Certain of the righteousness of their efforts, the
clergymen, businessmen, and settlement-house workers who comprised the Fourteen had few qualms about bypassing the legal process or sitting in judgment on
saloonkeepers and their patrons. While some of its members also belonged to
neighborhood vigilance associations, the Committee of Fourteen set itself a much
larger task. The Fourteen sought to impose their vision of appropriate morality on
patrons in entertainment venues throughout New York’s ﬁve boroughs. It mattered little to them whether this standard clashed with neighborhood customs.
Instead, the Fourteen saw themselves as an extra-legal solution to the problem of a
negligent city government.∏≠ If city ofﬁcials would not police New York’s barrooms, then the Fourteen decided they would.
The Committee of Fourteen initially focused on the infamous Raines Law
hotels, which they considered responsible for the spread of commercialized prostitution into residential neighborhoods.∏∞ The much-viliﬁed Raines Law hotels
resulted from a legal loophole in an 1896 excise law that decreed that hotels could
serve alcohol on Sundays, a right that saloons did not share. A hotel was, however,
any place that offered something resembling a restaurant and had at least ten
bedrooms. Therefore enterprising proprietors throughout the city added ten
rooms to their saloons and started providing lunch, serving alcohol on Sundays,
and renting out those ten extra bedrooms to prostitutes. What State Senator John
Raines intended as a reform measure to limit prostitution quickly turned into an
unanticipated bonanza for saloonkeepers throughout the city.∏≤
On ﬁrst considering how to attack the Raines Law hotels, the Committee of
Fourteen’s members decided to ﬁght for new legislation. Members reasoned that
since a legal loophole created the Raines Law hotels, they should lobby to alter the
law; however, in implementing this plan, they found only frustration. During the
ﬁrst half of 1905, the Fourteen’s representatives in Albany, New York’s state capital,
endured countless delays and endless ﬁlibustering. By the end of the session the
law remained unchanged.∏≥ Even after the state legislature compromised and
amended the law in their second session, the situation did not improve in Manhat-
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tan, despite the Fourteen’s best efforts. Under the amended Raines Law and with
the cooperation of the Building Department, the Excise Department, and the
Police Department, the Committee of Fourteen organized raids on over a hundred Raines Law hotels. Unfortunately, the Committee soon discovered that police action did not sufﬁce. Not only did a number of judges dismiss the cases, but
some judges even went so far as to grant the proprietors protection against police
interference in their business.∏∂ At this point, the Committee of Fourteen reached
the conclusion that guided its members for the next twenty-ﬁve years: laws are an
inadequate instrument for social control.∏∑
This conclusion differentiated the Fourteen from their predecessors. Where
the Committee of Fifteen and the Committee of Five conducted their investigations as an election tactic, the Committee of Fourteen separated itself from electoral politics at both the municipal and the state levels. As an organization with an
open-ended tenure, the Fourteen wanted to maintain a working relationship with
commissioners in the Excise Department despite changes in the Mayor’s Ofﬁce.∏∏
The Committee of Fourteen saw laws as potentially useful supplements, but only
as supplements, to more effective means of anti-vice enforcement. Distanced
from electoral politics, and disillusioned with legislation, the Fourteen instead
embraced an entirely different model of municipal politics: the back-room bargaining table.
New York was a ‘‘high-license’’ state, which meant that the economics of
alcohol distribution gave brewers tremendous power over saloon proprietors. By
their sheer expense, high-license fees kept the number of saloons down, the ﬂy-bynighters out, and, not incidentally, increased government revenue.∏π The mechanics of licensing required that each alcohol retailer pay the Excise Department $1,200 for its liquor license and then take out an additional bond of $1,800
from an insurance company to cover penalties incurred during the revocation or
forfeiture of the license.∏∫ These costs posed an enormous problem for most
saloonkeepers and made them vulnerable to corporate control. Breweries often
owned the building, held a chattel mortgage on the bar ﬁxtures, or fronted the
money for the excise-tax certiﬁcate and bond. When a brewer subsidized the
license, the saloonkeeper usually signed over power of attorney to the brewer.∏Ω
The Committee of Fourteen used these complexities of the liquor trade to coerce
city saloonkeepers into policing their venues according to the standards the Fourteen set.
The Committee found its strongest allies in New York’s Brewers Association.
Fearing increased support for prohibition, the Brewers needed the goodwill that a
cleanup might incur.π≠ In 1905, the Association’s representatives approached the
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Committee of Fourteen and offered to help them reform the Raines Law hotels.π∞
Peter Doelger, chairman of New York’s Lager Beer Brewers Board of Trade,
argued that ‘‘the puriﬁcation of the saloon is essential to the continued existence
of the liquor trafﬁc with the consent and approval of the Public.’’π≤ Although New
York remained a wet state, the Brewers feared that without positive action showing
their good intentions toward home and family, the stalemate between the wets
downstate and the drys upstate might collapse into an anti-saloon, if not antialcohol, consensus.π≥ For this reason, they aided the Fourteen in the Committee’s
campaign to reshape sociability.
Starting in 1906, a month before the Excise Department renewed the year-long
liquor licenses, two representatives of the Committee of Fourteen met with ﬁve
representatives from the Brewers Association and two from the Reinsurance Association. At this meeting, the Fourteen presented its ‘‘Protest List,’’ in which they
categorized whether a place was too disreputable to continue, needed some improvement, or ran just ﬁne.π∂ This committee, sometimes referred to as the Joint
Committee, then proceeded to wrangle over which places they would close and
which proprietors they needed to intimidate. Over the next month, the Brewers
and the Committee of Fourteen threatened saloonkeepers, while the surety companies refused to write bonds until the Committee of Fourteen gave them the goahead.π∑ The Fourteen’s Protest List, together with the cooperation that they
received from the Brewers and the Reinsurance Association, provided the necessary leverage for the Fourteen’s successful, extra-legal manipulation of saloon
proprietors.
If the Protest List dominated the Fourteen’s negotiations with the Joint Committee, then ‘‘promissory notes’’ symbolized the Fourteen’s coercion of saloonkeepers. In order for blacklisted saloonkeepers to upgrade their standing to probationers, they needed to go to the Fourteen’s ofﬁces, plead their case, and, if given a
second chance, sign a letter pledging that in the future they would more strictly
control the behavior of their patrons. Generally, the letters required proprietors to
promise that they would observe the one o’clock closing time and prohibit unescorted women from patronizing the premises at night; but the Committee also
tailored these pledges to ﬁt speciﬁc activities that the Fourteen found offensive in
a saloon. Depending on the conditions in their barrooms, some proprietors also
needed to agree to forbid dancing, stop serving mixed-race parties, and keep
gangsters and drug dealers from making their saloon a hangout.π∏ After a saloonkeeper signed the letter, the Fourteen then sent a note to their brewer and
surety agent saying that the saloonkeeper was back in good standing—this year.ππ If
at any time, however, the Fourteen’s investigators found that the saloonkeeper had
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broken his or her parole, the brewers stopped supplying beer and, if they controlled the venue’s liquor license, they removed it, effectively closing down the
saloon.π∫ When the brewery did not control the license, the Fourteen ﬁled violation complaints with the Excise Department. If the Excise Department did not
revoke the offending venue’s license by the end of the excise year, the Fourteen
contacted all the surety companies that covered excise bonds to make certain no
one would insure the blacklisted proprietor.πΩ The thoroughness of the Committee of Fourteen’s astonishingly overt blackmail left resort-keepers with little legal
redress to counter the Fourteen’s manipulation.
By 1912, the Committee of Fourteen’s scheme for limiting sexual immorality in
saloons worked, and it worked well. Over the next few years, the Joint Committee
faced occasional problems, but nothing that compromise and a little ﬁnancial
pressure could not settle. The Fourteen liked to brag that ‘‘its policy is to clean up,
not to close up the doubtful or disorderly places.’’∫≠ Frederick Whitin, the general
secretary, conﬁded to Mrs. Barclay Hazard, one of the Fourteen, that he thought
that the Committee of Fourteen’s anti-Raines Law efforts had succeeded in making hotel saloons as moral as feasibly possible.∫∞ A number of outside observers
agreed. Reformers from Chicago, Boston, and Minneapolis all lauded the Fourteen’s endeavors, but they could not duplicate the Committee of Fourteen’s
scheme, with its complicated checks and balances.∫≤ Early innovators in the
Progressive-era ﬁght against vice, the Fourteen remained alone in their idiosyncratic approach to managing urban morality.∫≥ Other Progressive reformers
needed to look outside of New York City for a working model that they could
apply in cities across the country. They found that model in Chicago.

chicago, the second city
In Chicago, a city as wracked with political corruption and as rife with reformers
as New York, the open toleration of vice appeared as an almost intractable problem. Reformers wondered which organization contained more corruption: the
police, the city council, or the mayor’s ofﬁce. Frustrated by the strength of the
machine, and stymied by its well-oiled electorate, municipal reformers did not
even have the excise law on their side; Illinois was a local-option state. Secure in
their position, or at least well ensconced in Chicago, the brewers had no incentive
to cooperate with reformers to monitor saloon morality. Instead, municipal reformers relied on an investigative commission, and a well-researched report, to
instigate change.∫∂
As in New York City, Chicago’s anti-vice investigations began with the crusade
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of an outraged individual. When British journalist W. T. Stead visited Chicago for
the World’s Fair in 1893, he blasted the city’s open toleration of vice, but unlike
Charles Parkhurst, who directed his anti-vice agitation against Tammany Hall,
Stead aspired to loftier goals. Best known for his article ‘‘The Maiden Tribute of
Modern Babylon,’’ which rallied sentiment against the Contagious Diseases Act
(the forced medical inspection of prostitutes), Stead came to the United States
hoping to inspire a cross-class, civic revival that would throw out the ‘‘host of
unclean spirits’’ corrupting the city.∫∑ Despite the publication of his sensational
book, If Christ Came to Chicago, Stead failed in his mission. Many Americans
frowned on prostitution; however, they shied away from Stead’s evangelical fervor
in ﬁghting it. Even Stead’s successes failed. He helped establish the Chicago
Civic Federation, but without his insistent presence, Federation members quickly
turned their efforts to campaigning against Chicago’s machine. In the 1890s,
municipal reformers cared more about electing a good-government slate, which
they thought would solve a myriad of problems, than in directly tackling the
rampant toleration of vice.∫∏
Nevertheless, in Chicago, as in other cities, the 1890s marked an increased
effort to address the political impact of urban vice. In 1898, at the governor’s
request, Illinois reformers initiated an investigation into police malfeasance in
Chicago. Taking New York State’s Lexow Commission as their model, state legislators crafted their report to make the partisan point that the current city administration openly and deﬁantly protected organized gambling. Predictably, the
results of the report proved ephemeral, their signiﬁcance hardly lasting beyond
election day.∫π In 1904, to remedy ofﬁcial inaction, Chicago’s City Club hired
Alexander Piper, a former deputy police commissioner from New York City, to
uncover police corruption. Finding numerous prostitutes openly soliciting in
neighborhoods throughout the city, Piper, a compatriot of William McAdoo,
suggested that, as in New York, better-deﬁned districts would beneﬁt Chicago.∫∫
He concluded that ‘‘prostitution should be hammered and kept down . . . but do
not . . . hammer it to the extent of scattering it all over the city and into the
residential portions.’’∫Ω City ofﬁcials accepted Piper’s suggestion with alacrity and
concentrated prostitution and gambling into three already vice-ridden neighborhoods. Chicago politicians never codiﬁed the North, West, and South Side districts through city ordinances, but they explicitly deﬁned the three districts’
boundaries in published police instructions.Ω≠ Up to this point, Chicago’s ofﬁcial
anti-vice endeavors imitated the efforts of other cities, but in 1910 city ofﬁcials and
social reformers created something new and different: the landmark Chicago
Vice Commission.
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Initially, the formation of the Vice Commission ﬁt the typical template for an
anti-vice crusade. Walter T. Sumner, another Episcopal divine, wrote a wellpublicized letter to Chicago’s mayor complaining about police toleration of prostitution. The Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul, where Sumner served as dean,
was in the heart of the West Side red-light district, and Sumner found the ﬂagrant
solicitation intolerable.Ω∞ Whereas, in New York City, Bishop Potter’s letter to
Mayor Van Wyck triggered a Tammany investigation into Tammany corruption, in
Chicago, Mayor Fred A. Busse, who was also a machine politician, made a much
more canny move. Instead of waiting for the Chamber of Commerce or a similar
organization to convene a retaliatory committee to expose machine complicity in
tolerating vice, in March 1910 Busse established a nonpartisan vice commission,
appointing thirty local notables and designating Sumner as its chairman.Ω≤ Busse
charged the Commission, which included department store magnate Julius
Rosenwald and University of Chicago professor W. I. Thomas, to settle the question about the desirability of vice districts once and for all.Ω≥ Although most
members started out in favor of vice districting, after months of exhaustive research
and regular meetings, the Commission unanimously condemned reputational
segregation. In its place, they offered almost one hundred different recommendations for actions the city, the state, and the federal government to take. These
suggestions had less effect, however, than the Commission’s fervent declaration
against segregated vice: ‘‘constant and persistent repression of prostitution
the immediate method: absolute annihilation the ultimate ideal.’’Ω∂
Carter Henry Harrison IV, Busse’s successor and an outspoken advocate of
segregated vice, did not close the city’s three districts, but the Chicago Vice
Commission marked the end of municipal reformers’ already weakened support
of vice districting. During the 1900s, Progressive reformers quietly endorsed the
mugwumps’ efforts at localization, but after 1911 they invariably explained how,
once they read the Commission’s report, The Social Evil in Chicago, they realized
the fallacy of their former position.Ω∑ After the Chicago Vice Commission, urban
Progressives could not support reputational segregation and still maintain credibility as committed anti-vice reformers.

ji
Reconstructing the political antecedents of Progressive-era anti-vice reform demystiﬁes reformers’ repudiation of red-light districts. The strength of their early
acceptance fueled the virulence of their later rejection. After the successful election of nonpartisan mayors failed to reduce commercial vice, or crush the urban
machine, anti-vice reformers grew disillusioned with the efﬁcacy of districting as a
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political expedient. Nevertheless, despite these disappointments, the mugwumps
did achieve the dubious distinction of turning red-light districts into a wellrecognized feature of early twentieth-century cities.
To the disgust of the mugwumps and their heirs, the segregation of vice also
failed culturally. Reformers at the turn of the century sought to clarify the distinction between respectable and disreputable leisure and reduce the visibility of vice
within a city as a whole, but the location of tolerated tenderloins near commercial
downtowns made vice more conspicuous, not less. Indeed, proximity to the business and theater districts imputed an unspoken legitimacy to activities within the
vice district. At the same time, geographic consolidation signiﬁcantly strengthened an already-existing subculture that ﬂouted mainstream norms concerning
sex and sociability. At a time when commercial leisure played an increasingly
important role in urban recreation, red-light districts allowed the sporting class to
expand its cultural inﬂuence. Toleration and geographic concentration gave the
advocates of urban vice the stability they needed to create a world in which they
welcomed everyone who chose to enter, even as they endorsed an anti-bourgeois
ethos distinctly their own.

chapter two

The Sporting World,
1890–1917

Vice districts had a very different impact on urban life than the one the mugwumps ﬁrst imagined when they proposed reputational segregation as a solution
to cities’ social-order problems. After some initial protests, members of the urban
machine heartily embraced districting as a method of anti-vice control. Reformers, disillusioned by the machine’s co-option of vice districting, eventually
found the growing diversity of commercial entertainment even more troubling
than the political corruption that inspired the creation of the districts in the ﬁrst
place. Despite city leaders’ best attempts to conﬁne the disreputable into one
neighborhood and make vice less visible in the city as a whole, the very act of
restriction relied on a paradox: the business of vice required the ﬂow of people in
and out of the delimited red-light district. From the disreputable pimps, gamblers,
and prostitutes who may or may not have lived where they solicited, to the respectable shopkeepers, laundry women, and messenger boys who kept the districts
running, district workers moved in and out of the tenderloin freely. Customers
added to the trafﬁc, and their mobility connected red-light districts to the rest of
the city.∞ Vice districts concentrated disreputable recreation next to the city center, but geographic conﬁnement did not equal cultural containment.
Physical stability suited commercial recreation. It allowed venues to advertise,
gave pleasure-seekers a starting point for their evening’s diversions, and attracted
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a wide range of entertainers looking for jobs. Vaudeville and popular theater
needed performers, but when actors, dancers, and musicians could not ﬁnd respectable work, they turned to entertainment establishments in the tenderloin
for employment.≤ These people, along with pimps, prostitutes, gamblers, and
madams, formed the core of what contemporaries called the ‘‘sporting class.’’
As movies, music, and dancing became increasingly common pastimes among
young men and women of the respectable working class, the red-light districts,
which frequently abutted the cities’ theater districts, gained an institutional legitimacy that obscured the difference between respectable and disreputable nightlife. Under ‘‘liberal’’ administrations, tenderloin proprietors established dance
halls, pool rooms, and restaurants alongside the more traditional brothels and
saloons. Seizing the opportunity to siphon off visitors’ cash in as many ways as
possible, proprietors took advantage of new technology and showed naughty stereopticons, or exploited the enduring appeal of ‘‘leg shows’’ by offering burlesque
musical reviews.≥ At the turn of the century, the range of recreation offered in the
tenderloins made them as integral a part of the new popular culture as the legitimate entertainment of the white-light districts.

constructing the vice district
In a delightful historical coincidence, George Tilyou built Steeplechase on
Coney Island in 1897, the same year that New Orleans’s city council established
Storyville.∂ This synchronicity did not herald the end of one type of commercial
recreation and the rise of another, but rather the concurrent growth of both.
Tilyou chose Coney Island, a place with a name for disreputable entertainment,
because it already attracted people looking for amusement. While the tone of
Coney Island improved with the addition of Steeplechase and the other parks,
when visitors left the parks’ gates they promenaded along the Bowery, which
boasted beer gardens, burlesque shows, and cigar shops—the same venues offered
in the entertainment district of any city center.∑ Geographically bounded spaces,
Storyville and Coney Island drew customers from the outside into their environs.
People came to see Mahogany Hall and the Arlington in Storyville, or Steeplechase, Luna Park, and Dreamland on Coney Island, but they stayed on at the
ephemeral places, moving among the hotels, dance halls, ten-cent cinemas, musical reviews, and cafés that enterprising members of the sporting class built in
hopes of proﬁting from the holiday cheer of people going to the big draws. Situated on a continuum of reputability, entertainment venues ﬁlled the storefronts as
close to the star attractions as their proprietors’ budgets allowed. These forgotten
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places physically linked the white-light and red-light districts of turn-of-thecentury urban America, while the people wandering the connecting streets made
them part of one coherent culture.
In his landmark 1925 essay ‘‘The City,’’ sociologist Robert Park observed that in
most American cities, the ‘‘unit of distance is the block. This geometrical form
suggests that the city is a purely artiﬁcial construction which might conceivably be
taken apart and put together again, like a house of blocks.’’∏ The architects of
segregated vice districts certainly held this belief when they drew lines on the grid
of city streets. In Bridgeport, Connecticut, the district began ‘‘at Water street and
Fairﬁeld avenue, bounded by Water street to Congress street, Congress street to
Main street, to Elm street, to Harrison street, to Fairﬁeld avenue, to Courtlandt
street, to State street, to Water street, and back to Water street and Fairﬁeld
avenue.’’π In Lexington, Kentucky, ‘‘the so-called vice district . . . is generally
understood to include Megowan Street and part of Wilson Street, or from 34
Wilson Street to E. Short Street Extended.’’∫ These artiﬁcially sharp boundaries
looked impressive on a map, but disreputable leisure did not abide by the limits
set. Even Storyville, the most notoriously deﬁned district, was not separate from
the city fabric. Basin Street fronted on the main train tracks leading into the city,
with the French Quarter just across the way. On the lake side, above St. Louis
Cemetery #2, was Claiborne Avenue, the center of bourgeois black retailing,
while Canal Street, New Orleans’s central business district, was just one block to
the left, running perpendicular to Basin Street. The plan for institutional isolation
never stood up to the vice districts’ integration into city space.
If the city grid encouraged aldermen to believe that they could sequester vice
by drawing boundaries around certain blocks, the electrical grid connected the
red-light, white-light, and central business districts, creating a visually consistent
continuum of incandescent excess. Strings of electrical lights festooned the interiors and exteriors of theaters, amusement parks, brothels, and dance halls.Ω
Muckrakers could no longer use the metaphor of casting light on the shadowy
world of urban vice, at least not in the post-Edison world of brilliantly lit commercial recreation. Thousands of bulbs illuminated the night sky, boldly revealing a
city’s after-hours entertainment. In Bridgeport, an observer noted that the most
popular cabarets and saloons were ‘‘probably known to nearly all the citizens for
their electric signs; their attractive exteriors are no indication . . . of the character
of the patrons or the practices that make them proﬁtable.’’∞≠ Proprietors readily
invested in the latest electrical innovations. In 1912, a high-class brothel in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, not only boasted Morris chairs and Brussels rugs, but also
tungsten lamps, which used bulbs the General Electric Company had released
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just the year before.∞∞ To increase the effect, owners added mirrors inside to
amplify the illumination, while outside they hung electrical signs made out of
artfully arranged bulbs to draw the attention of the browsing public.∞≤
Even during the day, with the lights turned off, red-light and white-light districts shared a common visual vocabulary. The aesthetics of vice districts and
amusement parks exhibited this cultural connection. Once again, Storyville and
Coney Island stand out as illustrative extremes for understanding the interconnected world of urban leisure at the turn of the century. The pastiche of architectural styles on Basin Street, Storyville’s posh main drag, resembled the stylistic
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Sheet music and theater posters targeted two very different demographics, as
demonstrated by the contrasting depictions of The Tenderfoot ’s main character for a
respectable middle-class audience and for the differentially reputable urban market. Left,
‘‘The Tenderfoot, Lyrics by Richard Carle, Music by H. L. Heartz,’’ cover, 1903. Lester S.
Levy Sheet Music Collection, Johns Hopkins University. Right, ‘‘Richard Carle in The
Tenderfoot, an Operatic Comedy in 3 Acts: Book by Richard Carle; Music by H. L.
Heartz,’’ lithograph, 1903. Theatrical Poster Collection, Prints and Photographs Division,
Library of Congress. http:/ /memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?pp/var:@ﬁlreq(@ﬁeld
(NUMBER+@band(var+0975))+@ﬁeld(COLLID+var)).

excesses of Coney Island. The fantastical structures of Luna Park, Steeplechase,
and Dreamland created a setting of exotic otherness with their turrets, cupolas,
and crenulations. These same architectural features also ﬁgured prominently on
Basin Street. In Storyville, however, the ‘‘observation towers’’ showcased the sporting women who worked within the whorehouse rather than providing customers
with a panoramic view of the playground below. In both settings, impresarios
believed that ‘‘more was more.’’ The cluttered objects of a brothel or dance-hall
interior barely contained the plethora of cultural references that designers invoked in their quest to make sure that customers received their money’s worth.
Whether referencing Italy, the Orient, or the ancien régime, the people who
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decorated entertainment venues freely mixed styles from radically different periods and places. All this over-the-top ornamentation combined to create a singular
‘‘kitsch aesthetic’’ that wove the commercial entertainment of early twentiethcentury cities together.
The aesthetics of excess carried over into the iconography of urban recreation.
Illustrators depicted women in equivalent, exaggerated fashions in sporting papers
such as New Orleans’s Mascot and on theater posters for musical reviews. Short
skirts, low necklines, beads, feathers, lace, and rufﬂes dominated the representation of women. Even when artists drew chorus girls and sporting women with long
skirts, they frequently left off the bustles and petticoats and raised the hems to
show ankles and calves clad in black stockings. Only their wasp waists visually
linked these women with the decorous Gibson Girl.∞≥ Culturally, musical theaters
shared more with the urban vice district than with respectable society, a fact that
came across clearly in different pictorial portrayals of the same show. Images on
theater posters displayed on city streets to advertise a new review had little iconographic overlap with sheet music sold to the middle class for their enjoyment at
home. The sharp contrast between the poster and the sheet-music cover for ‘‘My
Alamo Love,’’ a song featured in The Tenderfoot, an ‘‘operatic comedy’’ from 1903,
demonstrates the dramatically different markets targeted for the show’s audience
and for the buyers of its musical arrangements. Both the sheet music and the
poster depicted the central character, but there the similarities ended. On the
sheet-music cover, the country rube, with his ﬂat hat, too-short trousers, high
white collar, and out-of-date frock coat, looked forlorn. His somber dress even
suggested a religious calling. The theater poster obviated any such suggestion of
piety. The tenderfoot’s trousers were still too short, but now he wore a cutaway
dinner jacket and smiled smugly as he strutted beside a high-stepping leading
lady. Two chorus lines danced behind the happy couple. In the front, the senoritas bared their ankles, and the women behind them cross-dressed as cigarettesmoking caballeros. Although the music of popular theater often skated the line
between respectable and disreputable, the iconography of its streetside advertisements shows that more than just physical proximity linked the white-light and redlight districts.
Geography and architecture played an important role in creating the sporting
world. A map of New York’s white-light district, from 36th to 47th Streets, illustrates how theaters dominated Broadway, but houses of prostitution controlled the
side streets. If the map had also included the district’s saloons, hotels, cigar stores,
and pool halls, a wash of black would cover it. Yet even those additions would not
give a true picture of the entirety of entertainment offered.∞∂ For example, the
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‘‘Houses of Prostitution on Longacre Square, 1901.’’ This map of Longacre Square, later
known as Times Square, illustrates the continuum of reputability connecting the whitelight districts of commercial theater and the red-light districts of commercial vice.
Reproduced by permission from Timothy Gilfoyle, City of Eros: New York City,
Prostitution, and the Commercialization of Sex, 1790–1920 (New York: W. W. Norton,
1992), 208.

New York Theater, located at Broadway and 44th Street and the place where The
Tenderfoot played in 1904, included two large auditoriums and two smaller stages,
one of which became the famous Winter Garden where Florence Ziegfeld produced his ﬁrst ﬁve Follies. But that was not all. Oscar Hammerstein, who opened
the theater in 1895, also offered his customers an ‘‘oriental café,’’ bowling, and
billiards.∞∑ This multistory complex, while grander than most venues, nevertheless
represented the range of entertainment available in physically limited spaces.
Indeed, the verticality of big-city vice struck observers as a source of its diversity.
‘‘Houses’’ of prostitution regularly occupied the upper ﬂoors of saloons, pool
rooms, and theaters.∞∏ Clinics treating ‘‘men’s diseases’’ resided next to chop suey
restaurants that, in turn, abutted vaudeville theaters and concert saloons.∞π Different entertainment venues, from the reputable to the disreputable, existed in
close proximity to each other, sometimes even sharing space within the same
building. This propinquity united commercial leisure and propagated a recognizable urban subculture.
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district venues
A diversity of venues comprised the Progressive-era vice districts. Tenderloins were
usually integrated into already-established neighborhoods. Legitimate businesses
and respectable inhabitants shared public space and private residences with their
more notorious neighbors. Known to outsiders for the disreputable entertainment
available there, these urban locales drew visitors from other parts of the city to
partake in the activities the area offered. Exploiting the demand for drinking,
gambling, and sex, some residents even opened their homes to provide these
services, thus blurring the distinction between commercial and residential. The
red-light district, however, was more than just a location awash with sex and
alcohol. Commerciality sounded the keynote for the turn-of-the-century tenderloin, distinguishing it from other neighborhoods that merely suffered from poor
reputations.
Just as disreputable neighborhoods preceded city leaders’ attempts to district
vice, community conviviality preceded commercial entertainment. A keg in the
kitchen, a regular card game on the back porch, and sex offered from the front
stoop obscured the distinctions between public and private recreation. In particular, kitchen barrooms, also know as blind tigers and blind pigs, served as neighborhood centers. The Committee of Fifty, a celebrated organization that researched
the ‘‘liquor problem’’ across the country during the 1890s, reported that kitchen
barrooms littered ‘‘the alleys, tenements, and tumbledown houses in the poorer
sections of the city,’’ with ‘‘the dark alleyways, crooked passageways, and general
character of the houses aiding their concealment.’’∞∫ Moreover, since Irish communities considered operating kitchen barrooms a customary right of widows
trying to make ends meet, blind tigers signaled mixed-sex drinking.∞Ω Treading the
line between commercial enterprise and home entertainment, and between masculine conviviality and feminine hospitality, blind tigers provided a casual place
for men and women to drink together and exchange the latest gossip.≤≠ This
informality, which obscured the differences between residence and business venture, made kitchen barrooms ideal scapegoats to ‘‘take the punishment of the law
when raids are in order.’’ Vice districting offered male pub proprietors an opportunity to drive out their unlicensed female competitors.≤∞ Saloonkeepers sought to
make their establishments welcoming, but they also wanted to distinguish their
bars from the domestic sphere.
An anti-domestic ethos did not exclude women from turn-of-the-century saloons. The pre-Prohibition saloon conjures an image of a row of white workingclass men with their bellies up to the bar, but ‘‘the saloon was not a uniquely male
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institution.’’≤≤ This stereotype represented an ideal, and a regulatory construction,
rather than the reality of naturally occurring social patterns.≤≥ Women participated in the saloons’ supposedly all-male domains as patrons, bartenders, proprietors, and most especially as prostitutes.≤∂ The back rooms of saloons, also known as
wine rooms, family rooms, and ladies parlors, served as one of the most common
locations for prostitutes to hang out and solicit customers.≤∑ As a waiter in Newark,
New Jersey, admitted in 1914: ‘‘Everybody knows what goes on here; we all stand in
right. . . . We let the girls sop up all night and don’t charge them a nickel.’’≤∏ Men
typically drank with other men at the bar in the front room, but if they sought
female companionship, they went farther into the building to imbibe at the tables
set up in the back room. The women there encouraged the men to drink and rack
up a tab. In the same Newark saloon, prostitutes received ‘‘a rebate of ﬁfteen cents
on a dollar on their sale of beer, and twenty-ﬁve cents on liquor.’’≤π Saloon prostitutes also solicited customers to have sex upstairs, thus making more money for
themselves and allowing saloonkeepers to proﬁt from the full use of the building,
not just the front barroom.≤∫
In contrast to saloons, madams at the most notorious sporting houses deliberately blended home and business to sell a salacious simulacrum of upper-class
respectability. The elegant interiors of Basin Street’s brothels, and their use in
advertisements, show that just as amusement-park owners sold more than vertigo,
madams sold more than sex.≤Ω Contemporaries called the very best brothels parlor
houses for a reason. The entertainment centered not just in the bedrooms, but
also in the front parlor, where prostitutes, overseen by the madam, met and
mingled with the customers.≥≠ Sometimes a piano player provided musical accompaniment, giving jazz pianists such as Jelly Roll Morton their start. Other
times, madams bought Victrolas, which cost as much as $200, to play the latest
phonographic release.≥∞ Yet the elegance of the big-name sporting houses did not
provide a straightforward index of the clientele’s class, as the most elite brothels
protected the anonymity of their customers through quiet integration into respectable residential neighborhoods.≥≤ Nevertheless, the idea of exclusivity appealed
powerfully, and madams made sure to sell that fantasy, even if their customers’
manners did not always measure up. A theater poster from the late 1890s illustrated the contrast between customers and setting for comedic effect. Six beautiful
women fawned over a drunken, cigar-smoking lout with patched trousers, pouring
him champagne and toasting him with their own glasses. Although the room had
upper-class accoutrements like oriental rugs and an ornate ﬂower vase, other
items—the daybed the man lay on, the reclining nude in the oil painting over the
ﬁreplace, the large bucket ﬁlled with champagne bottles in the foreground, and

‘‘The Tiger Lilies,’’ lithograph, n.d. A brothel’s opulence did not always correspond to the class of its customers. Theatrical
Poster Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress. http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?pp/
var:@ﬁlreq(@ﬁeld(NUMBER+@band(var+1842))+@ﬁeld(COLLID+var)).
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the women’s stocking-clad ankles on display—indicate that the scene took place in
a brothel’s parlor.≥≥ ‘‘My Dear Alphonso’’ might have received ﬁrst-class treatment,
but he probably paid dearly for it. With madams charging up to twenty times more
than the wholesale price for the alcohol they served, going to a sporting house and
paying ‘‘sporting house prices’’ meant that men expected to spend extravagantly
when they treated themselves to an evening in one of the city’s posh brothels.≥∂
The parlor houses, with their ostentatious excesses, commodiﬁed class to increase the price of admission, but the cribs around the corner conﬁrmed that sex
without frills also drew customers.≥∑ Residents and visitors alike categorized these
establishments by the price of their prostitutes. They called posh brothels ﬁve- or
ten-dollar houses (the price for basic service), dubbed more ordinary brothels
dollar houses or ﬁfty-cent places, and named the lowest of the low dime cribs.≥∏
Not all cities had actual cribs—buildings with a row of rooms that opened out onto
the street, each just big enough for a bed and washbasin—but that did not stop
proprietors from achieving the same effect by using sheets of plywood to partition
larger rooms into ﬂimsy cubicles.≥π Cheap brothels like these routinized the
business of prostitution. Men waited in line, paid from ﬁfty cents to a dollar, got
off, then went on their way.≥∫ The attractiveness of the women usually matched
the quality of their surroundings. Prostitutes in down-market places often wore
‘‘Mother Hubbards,’’ sacklike dresses that went on and came off easily, while in
midlevel houses women preferred kimonos, robes that enabled them to ﬂash
potential customers.≥Ω In the classiest houses, women donned street dresses or
more elegant evening apparel to entice their clients.∂≠ Throughout the district,
brothel owners and prostitutes calibrated costs and customer expectations to determine how much of an effort they needed to make in presenting a pleasing
appearance.
The differential pricing shows that economics mattered when men selected
among the sexual options offered, but little information remains on how johns
chose where to go. Most men relied on local knowledge and word of mouth.
Outsiders asked bartenders, dance-hall waiters, taxicab drivers, and messenger
boys where they could ﬁnd prostitutes. In some cases, prostitutes and proprietors
hired these men to send johns their way.∂∞ As one chauffeur in Philadelphia
boasted, he ‘‘receives 50 cents to $1.00 commission on drinks bought by men he
brings in, and $1.00 on every $5.00 spent by the men in the houses.’’ In 1911, he
earned $1,733 in commissions from one house alone.∂≤ Some district entrepreneurs helped orient their potential customers by publishing directories that men
could buy from newsboys selling papers in the vice district or at the train terminal.∂≥ Billy Struve, the editor of the New Orleans Blue Books, explained that
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people should buy the directory because ‘‘it puts the stranger on a proper grade or
path as to where to go to be secure from holdups, brace games and other illegal
practices usually worked on the unwise in Red Light Districts.’’∂∂ Blue Books
provided the addresses and phone numbers of the more established venues, featured advertisements from saloons both inside and outside of the district, and
offered ‘‘reviews’’ of the more expensive bawdy houses. Besides assuring readers
that Miss Cora DeWitt ‘‘has a lot of jolly good girls, who are indeed superﬁne’’ or
that Miss Lillian Irwin runs ‘‘one of the best establishments . . . where swell men
can be socially entertained by swell ladies,’’ these write-ups included sportingworld euphemisms for specialty services.∂∑ For example, a ‘‘house of all nations’’
where ‘‘everything goes’’ did not advertise an ethnically diverse bawdy house any
more than the ‘‘Parisian Queen of America’’ ascribed the correct nationality to its
madam, Emma Johnson.∂∏ A sporting man reading this entry would know that
at Johnson’s Basin Street brothel, he could pay for such ‘‘perversions’’ as oral
(French), anal (Greek), or sadomasochistic (English) sex. Some prostitutes even
made it a point to offer package deals for ‘‘a trip around the world.’’∂π In the vice
district, variety came at a price.
When men did not have much money, they went to a dive. Usually located in
back streets, basements, or in the middle of blocks instead of the more coveted
corners of major thoroughfares, dives skirted the line between brothels and saloons. Indeed, a dive signiﬁed a place of prostitution run by a man. Where
brothels had madams, dives had barkeepers. If the parlor served as the social
center of parlor houses, the bar dominated dives.∂∫ Dives offered few atmospheric
extras to make their customers more comfortable, and dive-keepers did not discriminate in their clientele, which meant that men and women from racially and
ethnically diverse backgrounds came together to drink and fuck. Dives were
rough places, devoted to hard alcohol and raw sex, where white men and black
men could socialize with women of either race without interference from the
proprietor. The only consistency among ‘‘low-down dives,’’ whether run by Italians, Jews, or African-Americans, was the poor reputation of their regular clientele.∂Ω Describing one of the ‘‘toughest places’’ in Bridgeport, Connecticut, a sport
warned that ‘‘you can’t look cross-eyed or say anything in that joint; you’re liable to
get a punch on the nose or hit by a bottle. There’s no room to duck either.’’∑≠ As
the most disreputable of all the tenderloin’s venues, dives lacked the clubbiness of
more respectable saloons, the faux domesticity of elite brothels, or the musical
entertainment of dance halls.
Men did not always go to brothels or saloons for sex; hotels also played a
signiﬁcant part in the vice economy. Prostitution in hotels worked in one of three
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ways. Men could go out and pick up one of the women who solicited on the
streets, in the lobbies of theatres, or at nearby restaurants. Bellhops, desk clerks,
and other hotel employees aided their guests by telling them where to go to bring
a woman back to their rooms or by vouching if a girl was ‘‘sporty’’ and ‘‘willing to
do business.’’∑∞ In other places, guests might not even need to leave the building,
as some managers hired sporting women to work in the hotel. In Portland, Oregon, one ‘‘landlady’’ with a forty-six-room hotel kept three prostitutes on the
premises, while another landlady at a different, but similarly sized hotel kept six.
At the ﬁrst hotel, the prostitutes paid the landlady half the ‘‘bed money’’ they made
each time they serviced a man, while at the second establishment, the women
paid weekly rent for their rooms.∑≤ The third way involved prostitutes soliciting
elsewhere and leading men to a hotel that tolerated sexual activity. In a time when
hotels had permanent residents, some sporting women lived in these quarters,
paying extra to rent rooms ‘‘with privileges.’’ Mostly, though, these independent
prostitutes did not live where they worked. Instead, they took their tricks to hotels
that catered to the ‘‘transient trade.’’ Johns rented rooms directly from desk clerks
and paid the prostitutes separately, a highly proﬁtable arrangement.∑≥ One owner
confessed that in his new hotel, he planned to ‘‘put his permanent guests on the
upper ﬂoor and reserve at least 75 rooms [out of 170] for transient trade.’’∑∂ Prostitution kept many Progressive-era hotels running in the black.
Sometimes, however, sex was not enough. Too much routine and insufﬁcient
alternate entertainment discouraged repeat business. In order to combat customer boredom and gain a competitive edge in a saturated market, vice-district
entrepreneurs added non-sexual services to their venues.∑∑ As soon as they had
sufﬁcient money, some hoteliers converted part of their building into a cabaret,
restaurant, or grill to draw the sporting class to their establishment.∑∏ Other proprietors also adopted this strategy. Although the term saloon, then as now, served
as a straightforward designation for drink-centered establishments, changing
sumptuary licensing laws—and the desire to serve liquor to a large mixed-sex
clientele—meant that owners renamed their places for maximum latitude under
the law, turning ‘‘saloons’’ into ‘‘cafés’’ or ‘‘restaurants’’ and ‘‘dance halls’’ into
‘‘clubs’’ or ‘‘cabarets.’’∑π The more a venue differed from a conventional saloon,
the wider a demographic it attracted. This generalization held particularly true for
women as their status expanded from the role of worker to include that of customer. By offering food, music, and dancing in addition to alcohol and easily
available sex, these commercial venues, generically called resorts in underworld
parlance, blurred the boundaries of reputability in urban entertainment and
made the limits of illicit activities indistinct.∑∫
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In ambiguously reputable resorts, the sporting class mixed and mingled with
other urbanites looking for an enjoyable evening out. Compared to the unabashed crudity in dives, decorum ranged widely within resorts. A photograph
from a New Year’s Eve celebration in 1906 at the Restaurant Martin demonstrates
this point. Located in Manhattan on Fifth Avenue and 26th Street, the restaurant
menu offered more than food, as the sea of lifted champagne glasses shows.
Although it is impossible to say whether any of the women in the photograph
practiced prostitution, the high spirits and questionable sobriety of these women
indicates that, at least for one night, they abandoned bourgeois prescriptions for
the pleasures espoused by the sporting world.∑Ω Not all women who went to resorts
solicited men for money; some went purely for their own enjoyment. At a dance
in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, ‘‘the prostitutes and their pimps, the ‘respectable’
women and their escorts, sat enfolded in each other’s arms, singing in unison, ‘We
won’t get home ’til morning.’ When the band struck up all rushed out of the
rooms to go upstairs to dance.’’∏≠ The time of night affected the raucousness of a
resort. After midnight, when most theaters and many saloons had closed, members of the sporting class, their jobs done for the night, joined in the revelry. Like
the other partiers, district workers wanted to have a good time after a hard day.∏∞
Theaters, even relatively respectable ones, emphasized life’s pleasures in order
to draw in urban audiences. On stage, the dialog ranged from ‘‘suggestive’’ to
‘‘absolutely obscene.’’∏≤ Indeed, when the Prince of Pilsen debuted in 1903, the
theater critic for the New York Dramatic Mirror found it worth noting that ‘‘it is
neither above nor below the average of the day. It possesses the virtue, however, of
being clean and delightfully free from the slang of the Tenderloin.’’∏≥ Cabaret
performers sometimes went a step further taking popular songs, adding new
verses, and altering the lyrics to make the implicit explicit.∏∂ Costumes reinforced
musical theater’s sexual message. Some women wore ‘‘ﬂeshings’’ (nude body
stockings), but generally burlesquers preferred more froufrou. Feathers, beads,
lace, ribbons, and ﬂoral decorations all featured in the costumes of chorus girls.∏∑
An 1898 poster for the High Roller’s Burlesque Company showed a chorus girl
wearing fairly typical apparel. Her clothes, the champagne, and her cigarette all
situated her as a member of the sporting class, while the poster’s caption, ‘‘Dining
a High Roller Girl after the Show,’’ pointed to another way in which musical
theater integrated into urban entertainment (see frontispiece to the book). Men
often waited at stage doors to meet performers, hoping to take them out to dinner
or a dance.∏∏ In Newark, New Jersey, the bartender at a café below a burlesque
theater boasted that ‘‘he can always get [chorus] girls for men customers.’’∏π In the
poster, however, the high-roller girl outlasted her date. His inability to hold his
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‘‘Restaurant Martin,’’ photographic print, 1907. At Restaurant Martin, a stylish venue on
Fifth Avenue, a crowd of revelers drunkenly celebrate the start of New Year’s 1907. Prints
and Photographs Division, Library of Congress. http:/ /lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/
h?pp/PPALL:@ﬁeld(NUMBER+@1(cph+3b13928)).

alcohol made him pass out and lose his toupee while she still remained fresh. This
picture, like many of the cultural artifacts from the sporting class, mocked the
punters even as it afﬁrmed the vitality of good sports. High-rollers could party well
into the night; after all, the woman in the poster held up the candle not to blow it
out, but to light a cigarette. Within the sporting world, attending the theater
signaled the start, not the end, of an evening. Visits to the district’s restaurants,
cafés, cabarets, and especially its dance halls still awaited.∏∫
Dance halls in particular attracted a large clientele with diverse reputations.
The dance craze of the 1910s merely accelerated an already-existing trend. Yet,
through most of the early twentieth century, commercial dance halls remained
closely associated with red-light districts in terms of patronage, proprietorship, and
physical proximity.∏Ω Indeed, concert saloons and cafés where bands played, such
as Johnny Lala’s Big 25 and Fewclothes’ Cabaret in Storyville, were as notorious—
and, for some customers, as much of a draw—as the more infamous bordellos that
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presented the public face of New Orleans’s district.π≠ The simplest offerings in
concert saloons and black-and-tans, their mixed-race corollaries, included a piano
and a ‘‘professor’’ to play it, but managers of larger halls hired singers and multipiece bands to attract customers.π∞ Beside the ever-popular animal dances—‘‘the
turkey trot, grizzly bear, monkey glide, bunny hug, lame duck, or fox-trot’’—more
notorious dance halls allowed ‘‘wiggle’’ or ‘‘spot’’ dancing.π≤ In these ‘‘one-step’’
dances, the man wrapped his arms around the woman’s hips and slid his right
knee between her thighs. Pressing their bodies as closely together as possible,
some men bent backwards, lifting their partners off the ground in this turn-of-thecentury version of the Lambada.π≥ Moonlight dances also encouraged sexual
exploration. In Portland, Maine, dance-hall managers turned off all the lights but
one, sometimes dimming the hall further by placing that light behind a red
shade.π∂ When frottage no longer satisﬁed dance-hall patrons and the hall’s dark
corners proved too uncomfortable, couples left and rented rooms at nearby
hotels.π∑
Not all commercial entertainment venues catered to a mixed-sex crowd. When
men wanted to socialize with other men, they went to the entertainment district’s
pool halls and gambling dens. Pool halls, which featured billiards and, less frequently, off-track betting on horse races, ﬁgured prominently in most tenderloins.
Second only to saloons as a location where pimps loitered, pool rooms thus served
as meeting places for men working in the district.π∏ If billiards did not appeal,
gamesters went to gambling dens. A proper ‘‘gambling joint,’’ with purpose-built
craps tables and other paraphernalia, cost as much as $10,000 to ﬁt out, so most
proprietors stuck to card games.ππ For example, on New York’s Lower East Side in
the 1910s, ‘‘stuss houses’’ prevailed. The eponymous card game stuss, a variation of
the popular eighteenth-century game faro, dominated, but gamblers could also
play ‘‘pinochle, 21, klobiosh,’’ and other ‘‘short games,’’ including hearts.π∫ Chinese gambling dens offered their mixed-race clientele fan-tan, a game based on
guessing the correct number of beads, buttons, or brass counters that remained
after a croupier reduced the random number of objects in the pile by groups of
four.πΩ To keep their customers’ attention on the game, proprietors in some pool
halls and gambling dens had nearby restaurants deliver meals to their establishments, while others supplied free drinks.∫≠ In these so-called hang-out joints, men
passed the time playing games, gossiping, and, on occasion, looking for work
either for themselves or their ‘‘meal tickets.’’∫∞
It took more than geographic concentration and diverse venues to create a
viable vice district, let alone a coherent subculture. To Minneapolis reformers,
‘‘the dance-hall, the theater or picture show, the down-town café and the street’’
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posed a threat to wayward girls and foolish boys, not merely for the diversions
available, but because of the ‘‘indiscriminate associations’’ made within such
places.∫≤ The people who populated the sporting class turned these physical sites
into something more than just places to work and play. They made the urban
entertainment districts a world of their own.

the sporting class
The geographic centralization of vice crystallized the cultural identities associated with the vice district. With localization, the sporting world became an increasingly coherent subculture, one strong enough and distinct enough to inspire
emulators among city youths, attract curious sightseers, and incur detractors
among respectable citizens. When it came to scripting gender roles, an important
distinction existed in the sporting world between those who lived and worked in
the district and those who visited it. Madams, pimps, and prostitutes, along with
other people employed in the district, set the tone and offered the cultural models
within the tenderloin. Prostitutes provided, and madams and other resort-keepers
oversaw, the sexual commerce that underpinned all the attractions offered within
the district. Welcoming outsiders formed a key part of the sporting ethos, but
sporting men and women constructed their identities with a self-conscious rejection of respectable norms.
Values and interests, not family or income, conﬁrmed membership in the
sporting world. The ethos of the sporting class esteemed free-spending conviviality
and a wide-ranging approach to a ‘‘good time,’’ not the more conventional bonds
of family, work, or religion. As famous beauty and Broadway star Lillian Russell
promised in ‘‘Queen of Bohemia,’’ a popular song from 1890, ‘‘women are pretty,
men clever and bright, / where to do as you like is the only delight. / And the
music of laughter is heard day and night.’’ Of course Russell, who contrasted
herself with Queen Victoria in the chorus, sang about the ideal, but hedonism
reigned supreme in the district.∫≥ Emphasizing today’s wants over tomorrow’s
worries, the sporting class spouted all the typical clichés about pleasure, partying,
and the joys of proﬂigacy over frugality. Hedonism came at a price, however, and
not just the wear-and-tear of hard drinking, sexually transmitted diseases, or drug
addiction. The value that the sporting world placed on voluble sociability never
quite obscured the fact that making money underlay all of the district’s culture. A
poster advertising Charles H. Hoyt’s musical comedy A Stranger in New York
reminded viewers that ‘‘a woman is always as old as she looks, but a man as old as
he feels.’’ This motto and the attendant image exempliﬁed the inequalities of the
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sporting ethos. A smartly dressed and smiling older man with his arms around two
identical dancing women reinforced the message of good times for those who
could pay. The sporting world always welcomed high-rollers, but the interchangeable women who entertained them lost their status when they ceased being good
money-getters.∫∂ Still, that did not mean that the good times stopped. Those
barred from the best places moved down-market, or stayed down-market, still
espousing the ‘‘Bohemian’’ ideal of manufactured pleasure, while the party in the
posh places continued on without them.
A constant tension existed in the sporting world between openness and exclusivity. Business required accepting outsiders into their midst, but sports turned this
necessity into a virtue by emphasizing the value of a welcoming attitude. ‘‘Jolly
good fellow,’’ a common sobriquet for prostitutes, epitomized the worth that the
sporting world put on joviality and good fellowship.∫∑ But fellowship also carried a
connotation of exclusivity. Not everyone could belong. Belonging required a
conscious afﬁliation with the ethos espoused in the urban tenderloins. Indeed,
membership, and being a member of ‘‘the club,’’ had an important rhetorical
place in sporting discourse.∫∏ Here, though, inside knowledge meant more than
club dues. Customers received a degree of deference within the district, but the
people who worked in its venues determined its manners and mores. Wise to the
ways of the sporting world—its slang, its important personages, and its hip places—
district insiders judged what made someone ‘‘swell.’’ At times, members of the
sporting class felt the sting of their exclusion from respectable society, but they
also battled back, denigrating those who sneered at their way of life. Songs from
the period, like ‘‘You Needn’t Go to College If You’ve Been to College Inn,’’
mocked middle-class aspirations even as they poked fun at the sporting class.∫π
The district welcomed outsiders, but its denizens had no intention of assimilating
the values of its visitors.
As with other subcultures, public presentation and dress set sporting men and
women apart from mainstream society. They adopted distinctive clothes and body
language in order to announce their participation in the world of urban leisure.
Sporting men and women spent lavishly on fancy garb, indulging a love of ﬁnery
that signaled a ﬂamboyant, aggressive sexuality at odds with respectable social
norms.∫∫ A risqué public persona served as more than just a rebellious gesture. For
prostitutes, their revealing dresses, gaudy stockings, and makeup literally advertised who they were and what they sold. As an anti-vice investigator reported about
a prostitute in Portland, Oregon: ‘‘Mazie is a bold, dissipated, loud, ﬂashy brunette. She wears an enormous purple hat with a long, ﬂuffy willow plume and
purple satin dress, simply an outﬁt which advertises her business on the street, as
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she desires.’’ Thus the prostitute’s distinctive trademarks of short skirts and cigarettes, along with a slow saunter and bold eye contact, served as ‘‘professional’’
signiﬁers.∫Ω Similarly, the stylishness of a pimp’s clothes or the value of a madam’s
jewelry indicated the quality of their ‘‘stock.’’Ω≠ When a Blue Book entry for
Mahogany Hall boasted that ‘‘aside from her beauty,’’ madam Lulu White possessed ‘‘the largest collection of diamonds, pearls, and other rare gems in this part
of the country,’’ it directly conﬁrmed the house’s prestige. That beholding White,
‘‘at night, is like witnessing the late electrical display on the Cascade, at the late St.
Louis Exposition,’’ merely added to Mahogany Hall’s sightseeing appeal.Ω∞ Ostentatious apparel simultaneously attracted customers and reassured them that the
sex for sale merited the price.
Customers, of course, played a crucial role in maintaining the vice districts,
but other than the generalization that men from all classes and backgrounds
visited prostitutes, information about johns living outside of the tenderloin is
fragmentary. In 1915, the vice commissioners from Lexington, Kentucky, reported
that the ‘‘customers in Lexington’s houses of prostitution are, as a general rule,
boys, students, laborers, clerks on small salaries, and strangers in the city,’’ but this
broad description says little more than that younger working-class men were the
district’s main customers.Ω≤ A few madams from Portland, Oregon, claimed that
they had a higher class of customers, with ‘‘prominent business men’’ rounding
out their clientele.Ω≥ Whatever his class status, a man’s introduction to commercial sex followed a fairly set form. Men living outside the immediate environs of
the district often went to the tenderloin for the ﬁrst time in the company of an
older male relative. Couched as an initiation—the youth had turned sixteen or
eighteen—an older brother, cousin, uncle, or, in some cases, father, would take
the teenager to the local district and show him how to pick up a prostitute or how
to act in a brothel.Ω∂ Locals who used district services, but otherwise shunned its
culture, did not qualify as sports. They might spend an afternoon, evening, or
lunch-break whoring before they returned home, but even though their money
made the districts possible, they did not embrace its ethos. Other consumers
immersed themselves in the culture without fully joining the sporting class. Never
crossing the line between partaker and provider, they abandoned their sporty
attitude and resumed their everyday identities when they left the district’s conﬁnes. The historical anonymity of johns reﬂects the double standard that kept
customers out of the arrest records, but it also indicates the ordinariness of these
visits to vice districts.
In general, out-of-town johns made more of an impression than local customers. Travelers were important patrons in vice districts. Temporarily freed from
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the restraints that work and family put on their pastimes, visitors went out on the
town looking for entertainment. The white-light and red-light districts served as
an easy starting point for an evening out.Ω∑ In 1892, T. H. Young, a salesman whose
territory included Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, mentioned going to brothels in
Springﬁeld and Chicago, Illinois, in his diary. These trips, however, merited no
more or less attention than watching the town band practice in Elgin, Illinois,
seeing a baseball game in Washington, Iowa, or attending a religious revival in
Chautauqua County, Kansas. For a drummer such as Young, ‘‘going sporting’’
meant just another search for amusement between sales pitches.Ω∏ Most travelers’
visits to the tenderloin happened without incident, but not all out-of-town johns
escaped unscathed. New Orleans’s newspapers reported the misadventures of
men from such places as Franklin, Louisiana, Biloxi, Mississippi, Jacksonville,
Florida, and the United Fruit Company’s steamship Mobilia who suffered run-ins
with muggers in Storyville and the French Quarter, while songs from the musical
stage, such as ‘‘When Reuben Comes to Town,’’ made fun of the mishaps endured
‘‘when a chump’s as green as grass.’’Ωπ Some unfortunates included conventiongoers, a group well known for its visits to vice districts. Certainly the Shriners took
time out to go Storyville during their 1910 annual meeting in New Orleans. Events
such as the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the 1915 Panama–
Paciﬁc Exposition in San Francisco, and other less-famous fairs increased demand to such a degree that some prostitutes temporarily relocated to these cities
to ﬁll understaffed brothels to full capacity.Ω∫ Arguing that keeping a city wide
open had economic beneﬁts, defenders of vice districts contended that their city’s
tenderloin attracted conventions, encouraged visitors to spend money, and outweighed the cultural dangers the sporting world posed.ΩΩ
In the differentially reputable resorts of the red- and white-light districts,
women customers occupied a more ambiguous position than the men who visited
these entertainment venues. When a woman went to one of these establishments,
the question always arose as to whether she prostituted herself or not. Sporting
women went to dance halls, cafés, and cabarets. They even attended the theater,
making eye contact with other members of the audience and using intermission
to their advantage.∞≠≠ Then again, ‘‘charity girls’’ also went to these places and
behaved in a similar manner. ‘‘Charity’’ was the derisive name given by those ‘‘in
the life’’ to these girls in their late teens who had sex with men for no other reason
than to have a good time.∞≠∞ As one seventeen-year-old from New Jersey explained
when asked about her ‘‘unladylike manner,’’ she was ‘‘a hot baby’’ who was ‘‘just
tuned up tonight.’’∞≠≤ Charity girls asked their dates to take them to a show, buy
them expensive drinks at a ‘‘palm garden,’’ or go dancing at a café. In other words,
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they wanted to participate as consumers in the new popular culture.∞≠≥ Despite
the sporting world’s disdain, little distinguished these young women from parttime ‘‘clandestine prostitutes,’’ as anti-vice reformers called the shop girls, domestics, and factory workers who supplemented their wages by sporting a couple
of nights a week.∞≠∂ Indeed, streetwalkers, who generally charged parlor-house
prices, sometimes cajoled their tricks into taking them to cabarets or the theater
before continuing the evening in their lodgings or a local hotel.∞≠∑ Yet by charging
for sex, clandestine prostitutes garnered greater respect from the sporting class
than charity girls. Like other sporting women, part-timers combined business and
pleasure, embracing the district’s ﬁrst principles. Only saps refused to make
money when they had a chance.∞≠∏
If outsiders found the nuances that differentiated charity girls and part-time
prostitutes from other women in the sporting class perplexing, insiders also suffered confusion in categorizing female customers. Since men almost always paid
for services, members of the sporting class viewed consumption as a masculine
activity. For women to pay their own way meant taking on masculine characteristics, an economic cross-dressing that, at least in the iconography, translated into
actual cross-dressing.∞≠π A poster of ‘‘The Ladies Alimony Club’’ from the May
Howard Extravaganza of 1898 illustrated the unease, and pictorial overdetermination, surrounding independent female consumers. The setting recapitulated the
familiar stereotypes about men’s clubs: dark wood paneling, statues and oil paintings of women, palm trees, and gas lighting. Two women customers in the foreground sat at their ease in masculine poses, smoking cigarettes and drinking
champagne. They wore form-ﬁtting trousers, dark jackets, and ties, as comfortable
in their masculine dress as they were with the accoutrements of male privilege.
With the exception of a single African-American waiter, white women staffed the
club. Other than the hat-check girl, they too wore modiﬁed male garb—dinner
jacket, white tie, and voluminous knee-length skirts—but their clothes, a uniform
shared with the male waiter, indicated the club’s high status, while the women’s
short skirts added a lesbian subtext. In the background two men, barred from
entering, stood shocked by what they witnessed within the venue. In the center of
it all, a woman, presumably a new divorcée, ignored the entreaties of a stereotypically Jewish man, perhaps her attorney, as she listened to the well-to-do Irish sport
who showed her the club around them. But for all that May Howard’s character
stood between two men, she appeared to have already made her decision. Despite
the apron around her waist, the style of hat she wore signaled her afﬁnity with the
smoking, cross-dressed women who clearly belonged to the sporting world. Membership in the Ladies’ Alimony Club meant economic freedom, the social and

‘‘May Howard Extravaganza,’’ lithograph, 1898. The sporting world portrayed consumption as a masculine prerogative. In
this 1898 theater poster, economic transgression translates into actual cross-dressing. Theatrical Poster Collection, Prints
and Photographs Division, Library of Congress. http:/ /memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?pp/var:@ﬁeld(NUMBER+
@band(cph+3g08224)).
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possibly sexual company of masculine and feminine women, and the prerogatives
of the independent man-around-town. The sporting world had room for such
images of female power, as indeed it had room for lesbians.∞≠∫ But like the racist
cartoon from the Reconstruction era that depicted an upside-down world with
African-American dandies attending a ball while white men waited at their feet,
the image of the Ladies’ Alimony Club pushed the limits of acceptable gender
transgression.∞≠Ω
Of all the women who solicited within the vice district, saloon prostitutes
violated respectable Victorian gender roles to the greatest degree. Often drunk,
frequently profane, and almost always disreputable, they played a highly visible
and extremely vocal role in urban nightlife.∞∞≠ Instead of staying home or logging
in hours on the factory ﬂoor, they smoked, drank, and had sex. A waiter from
Bridgeport, Connecticut, confessed that he quit his job because ‘‘I was getting
drunk every night and had ﬁghts and quarrels over those old whores that come up
there . . . that’s an awful bunch.’’∞∞∞ Vulgar even by sporting-world standards,
saloon prostitutes tossed around terms like ‘‘cocksucker,’’ ‘‘son-of-a-bitch,’’ and
‘‘goddamn bitches’’ with casual disregard.∞∞≤ Men suffered derision just as frequently as women. Saloon prostitutes even ridiculed their customers’ penises,
giving running commentaries about their size and hardness for the amusement of
the room. This commentary could sometimes turn into a sales pitch. In a hotel
barroom on Myrtle Street in Brooklyn in 1912, when a man hesitated to accept a
prostitute’s terms, the woman groped him, saying, ‘‘I don’t believe you have a
prick.’’ The man, perhaps feeling the need to prove his masculinity, then acquiesced to her sexual advances.∞∞≥ Saloon prostitutes commodiﬁed their sex, and
quite frequently had pimps of their own, but they did not defer quietly to men’s
whims.
For all that the men and women in the sporting world rejected the mainstream
version of separate spheres, they substituted in its place their own iteration of
gender differentiation. Brothel prostitution in particular underscored the difference between men’s and women’s roles in the sporting world. When a woman
joined a house, she acknowledged her full-time entry into the vice economy.∞∞∂
Working in a house provided women with greater security than soliciting on the
street. Brothel prostitutes did not worry about inclement weather, nor did they
work as hard to drum up trade. Madams, doormen, and other go-betweens built
up business for them.∞∞∑ Brothel prostitutes did, however, sacriﬁce their independence and approximately half their earnings.∞∞∏ If they lived in the house where
they worked, women paid room, board, and bed money for every trick turned.∞∞π
Moreover, brothel prostitutes did not set their own hours. Some prostitutes negoti-
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ated the terms of their employment with their madams, but usually their pimps
bargained for them. Men arranged for their women to ‘‘sit’’ in a house, while they
acted as ‘‘runners,’’ bringing in clients.∞∞∫ Having an outside representative affected earnings to such a degree that if a prostitute did not have a pimp, or thought
her current one did not work hard enough, she arranged to get another.∞∞Ω Messenger boys provided a ready pool of recruits. Already well-versed on important
district personages and places by the time they reached their late teens, messenger
boys moved smoothly from delivering messages to brothels to delivering clients
there.∞≤≠ Male mobility complemented female stability.
Due to persistent underemployment among poor men, including district men,
women had a greater likelihood of securing steady work.∞≤∞ Respectable jobs did
not, however, provide the only employment for poor families. The ‘‘brothels,
gambling houses, and saloons’’ of Seattle’s black demimonde ‘‘employed numerous musicians, bouncers, maids, cooks, and janitors and provided more jobs
than the barbershops, restaurants, and other ‘respectable’ establishments.’’∞≤≤
Whether black, Hispanic, Asian, Irish, Italian, or some other impoverished ethnic
group, the people who decided to work within the sporting world relied on
women to provide a steady income through prostitution, while men sought ancillary jobs within the district economy. To contextualize the possibilities for male
employment, in one Wisconsin town where the district consisted of twenty-one
parlor houses, all the brothels but one included rooms for dancing and employed
‘‘one or two musicians who sing and play for the dancers. This means about forty
men who make a living by entertaining, on the line.’’∞≤≥ In Chicago, an ofﬁcial
police list from 1910 enumerated over ﬁve hundred parlor houses, assignation
apartments, hotels, and saloons where prostitution occurred, expanding exponentially the number of jobs available to men looking for work.∞≤∂ District venues
might need entertainers, but they also needed bartenders, waiters, doormen, and
desk clerks.
When they could not ﬁnd work, chronically underemployed inner-city men
hung out in saloons, a Progressive-era version of employment agencies, hoping to
hear of opportunities. Besides ﬁnding odd jobs and occasional work as strikebreakers or the like, saloon idlers learned lessons from their peers on how to
support themselves in the underground economy of the sporting world.∞≤∑ On the
Lower East Side during the 1910s, people such as Abie ‘‘The Chink’’ Treibtz,
Bernard Barth, and Louis ‘‘Bridgie’’ Webber worked as ‘‘ﬁxers,’’ bribing policemen
to settle cases favorably; ‘‘steerers,’’ hiring lawyers for pimps, prostitutes, and gamblers in jail; bail bondsmen; and fences.∞≤∏ Others made money as drug sellers,
stuss dealers, and ‘‘guns’’ (Yiddish street argot for pickpockets).∞≤π And then there
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were the pimps. Pimps spent hours in cafés, restaurants, and saloons. Sometimes
they sought a good time, but they also lingered in these places for speciﬁc purposes.∞≤∫ In lunchrooms with dancing, like the cafeteria at New York’s Strand
Theater, pimps looked for hungry young factory girls to recruit into prostitution.
Across from courthouses such as the Essex Market Court on the Lower East Side,
sporting men hung out in saloons listening to the gossip of lunching lawyers and
treating lawyers and bondsmen to drinks and cigars in order to accumulate good
will for the times when they might need a favor. At night, pimps acted as escorts in
establishments that would not let women enter without men; however, they kept
track of their prostitutes’ earnings, even as they sat drinking and gambling with
their companions.∞≤Ω Saloon idlers made it difﬁcult to ascertain the difference
between participating in disreputable consumption and perpetuating it. Many
outsiders viewed these men as parasites living off the proceeds of commercialized
prostitution, but they played a high-proﬁle part in sporting society.
The same dependence on women that made pimps appear effeminate to
outsiders gave these men high status within the district and imbued them with a
heightened masculinity. The pimp inverted middle-class conventions, but he was
not an ‘‘invert’’ in the emerging medical sense of the term: he was a heterosexual
male.∞≥≠ Retaining his masculinity because he retained power over women, the
pimp attracted admiration within the urban vice district. The more money his
prostitutes earned, the better he could dress, the more drinks he could buy for his
fellows, and the higher the stakes at which he could gamble. The ﬂamboyance of
a pimp’s life directly correlated with the value of his prostitutes.∞≥∞ As such, the
pimp’s relationship to prostitutes resembled an inversion of the bourgeois gender
relations that Thorstein Veblen described in his 1899 classic, Theory of the Leisure
Class.∞≥≤ The pimp threatened conventional gender roles because he offered a
masculine model that linked male domination to supposedly feminine patterns of
consumption and idleness. An 1898 poster for Charles H. Hoyt’s play, A Parlor
Match (Enough Said!), illustrated this dynamic. The faces of all four ﬁgures
showed the gaiety so valued within the district. But the man sitting at his ease,
drinking champagne, and resting his feet on a footstool did not command the
women’s attention. They high-kicked and sent their come-hither looks to an
unseen audience. Unlike ‘‘My Dear Alphonso,’’ this sporting man oversaw the
entertainment and participated as a provider, not a consumer, of the women’s
services. Just as his dark clothes counterbalanced the women’s white petticoats,
his passive oversight complemented their active ﬂirtation with potential customers.∞≥≥ The alliance between pimps and prostitutes shaped both the structure
of business within the vice district and the gender ideals of the sporting world.

‘‘Evans and Hoey’s Evergreen
Success. A Parlor Match.
Enough Said!,’’ lithograph,
1898. A well-to-do pimp
watches as his prostitutes ﬂirt
with an unseen audience of
potential customers.
Theatrical Poster Collection,
Prints and Photographs
Division, Library of Congress,
http://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/query/r?pp/var:@ﬁeld
(NUMBER+@band
(var+0964)).
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Popular representations, both neutral and negative, of pimps and their relationship to prostitutes obscured the ways sporting men and women cooperated to
improve their lives. Rarely noticed amid all the uncontestable accounts of pimps
physically abusing their prostitutes are stories of sporting men and women working together amicably, as part of an agreed-upon family strategy, to acquire
enough capital to improve their status.∞≥∂ Whether in a purely economic partnership or as half of a committed couple, many sports aspired to manage or, better
yet, own a hotel, parlor house, saloon, or other type of resort. Quite a few sports,
either individually or with their spouse, achieved this goal.∞≥∑ Together some
couples climbed the ranks within the sporting world. Josie Arlington and Tom
Anderson in New Orleans, Rosie and Jacob Hertz in New York, and Julia and
Maurice Van Bever in Chicago ascended to the acme of the sporting world,
achieving national notoriety as white slavers for their role in building up the
business of vice in their cities.∞≥∏ Outsiders condemned them in the most hyperbolic terms, but, according to their subculture’s social scripts, these people succeeded. They put on the ﬁnery, played the ‘‘jolly good fellow,’’ and embraced the
ideals of the sporting world. Their ethos challenged the values of mainstream
society, but the ultimate goal of many sports—to own a small business—represented just another variant of the American dream.
City leaders could deﬁne red-light districts by law and police practices, but
they could not contain the people or the values associated with the demimonde.
The ﬂow of people in and out of the district meant a perpetual blurring of social
boundaries, while its proximity to more respectable entertainment made its geographic boundaries just as indistinct. That the sporting class welcomed customers
into their world further obliterated any geographic limits associated with district
culture. The mobility of the sporting class appalled moral reformers, but they also
found the stability of the sporting world just as galling. Outsiders watched as
prostitutes and pimps moved up the ranks, taking jobs as proprietors, even as
charity girls and messenger boys moved in to ﬁll the vacancies they left behind.
The sporting world did not wither away when sequestered into its own part of the
city; instead it developed a vibrant culture that thrived ﬁnancially and perpetuated
itself socially.

ji
When moral reformers and municipal politicians initially envisioned segregated
vice districts, they drew sharp lines on the city grid to delimit the district’s boundaries, but these boundaries deﬁned an ideal rather than an enforced, or enforceable, reality. The tenderloin resisted the easy control imagined by urban leaders.
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The geographic centrality of red-light districts, the institutional permeability of
district venues, the commercial requisites of cultural interaction, and the architectural and electrical integration of the tenderloin with the white-light districts of
respectable entertainment meant that early twentieth-century vice districts were
more open, and the sporting world more accessible, than the Progressives, in their
‘‘search for order,’’ could tolerate. By 1910, vice reformers would have serious
reservations about the public space that they helped to create.
The notion of segregation promoted by anti-vice reformers had further unforeseen consequences, thanks in part to the localization of vice into the poorest of
poor neighborhoods. African-Americans, Asians, Hispanics, and recent southern
European immigrants inhabited these neighborhoods. The johns coming into the
tenderloin, and the sporting class asserting its right to a good time, impinged on
the lives of the respectable people unable to ﬁnd housing elsewhere. Social
tensions resulted from white outsiders’ horror at the district’s mixed-race sociability, while respectable insiders despised the disreputable interlopers. When the
realities of urban racism collided with the artiﬁciality of politically constructed
vice districts, the results devastated more than one African-American community.

chapter three

Race, Riots,
and Red-Light Districts,
1906–1910

The modern deﬁnition of segregation, meaning racial division in society, only
emerged in the twentieth century. During the late nineteenth century and into
the early twentieth century, Americans called red-light districts ‘‘segregated districts’’ and described the process of localizing vice into delimited neighborhoods
as ‘‘segregation.’’∞ Segregation’s association with vice districts was so ubiquitous
that in 1917, when an anti-vice investigator in New Jersey reported on a ‘‘segregated district,’’ following the new usage of the word, he felt compelled to explain
to his supervisor that ‘‘what he meant by a ‘segregated’ district was the district set
aside for colored people, and not a red light district.’’≤ Even leading race reformers
linked segregation with vice. As late as 1914, four years after the Baltimore city
council passed the ﬁrst racial residential segregation ordinance, Margaret Murray Washington, the wife of Booker T. Washington, called on fellow AfricanAmericans to ‘‘resist the very common practice of establishing the district of
segregated vice near residency districts of colored citizens.’’≥
Both racial and reputational segregation involved an attempt to restrict a despised
population to a geographically distinct neighborhood through city ordinances and
more subtle social coercion. Whether trying to keep African-Americans in the
‘‘badlands’’ or limit prostitutes and gamblers to the tenderloin, urban leaders
sought to prevent the integration of a deﬁned group into larger society.∂ Yet racial
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and reputational segregation could not coexist. Separation by reputation encouraged the development of a mixed-race sporting culture that clashed with the
black/white divide of Jim Crow. When urban leaders tried to combine the two
distinct forms of segregation, they exacerbated existing frictions in urban society.
Throughout the Progressive era, the conﬂicting mandates of racial separation and
reputational segregation created signiﬁcant conﬂict, including the tenderloinbased race riots that devastated Atlanta, Georgia, in 1906 and Springﬁeld, Illinois,
in 1908.
Notwithstanding these virulent demonstrations of white rage at black success,
most social-order policing, even that concerning race and reputation, remained a
local issue, enmeshed in local politics. Throughout this chapter, New Orleans
serves as a touchstone, even as examples from other municipalities highlight paths
not taken in New Orleans. The politics of vice control and racial repression
differed from city to city, but despite the parochialism of policing, urban leaders
knew what was happening in the rest of the nation. In this way, New Orleans and
other cities shared common urban geographies, police practices, and methods of
social control. Integral to the trench warfare of municipal politics, the ‘‘spasms’’ of
moral reform and racial repression emerged as part of an ongoing argument
among different factions in the city. Whether a city was ‘‘wide open’’ or ‘‘tight
shut,’’ when urban leaders sought to maintain social order, they regularly evaluated the relative merits of preventing race mixing versus reducing the visibility
of vice.

the politics of racial policing
When anti-vice reformers started their campaign against segregated districts in the
1910s, they asked on which neighborhoods the city should impose the vice district,
a rhetorical question for which they presumed there was no answer. In the years
preceding the abolition of the districts, however, municipal ofﬁcials unequivocally responded by situating districts in the poorest neighborhoods, inhabited by
ghettoized and racialized populations.∑ Sociologist Sophonisba P. Breckinridge
lamented in 1913 that ‘‘the segregation of the Negro quarter is only a segregation
from respectable white people. The disreputable white element is forced upon
him.’’∏ Racial conservatives exhorted people of color to stay in their place, but
nowhere was it clearer than in the ghettoized vice district that white men easily
invaded the others’ space.π Although more racially open than mainstream society,
the sporting world still imposed its own restrictions on racial and sexual interaction. The color line proved difﬁcult enough to navigate in daily interactions, but
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its ambiguity and inherent double standard made race relations within red-light
districts particularly volatile. The stark dichotomies of white supremacy regularly
clashed with the more nuanced social scripts of the vice district.∫ In the 1910s,
commentators concluded that the districts’ diverse social mix was a tinderbox
awaiting a racial conﬂagration, but in the 1890s, city ofﬁcials deliberately privileged segregation by reputability over separation by race, thereby perpetuating a
heterogeneous urban underworld.
When ofﬁcials created vice districts, they initially cared little about the racial
make-up among prostitutes, pimps, and dive proprietors. In 1900, at the acme of
vice districting, distinct ghettos were in their infancy in most cities. In contrast,
concentrated red-light districts ﬁgured as increasingly obvious urban landmarks.Ω
The denizens of the vice districts usually reﬂected the demographic composition
of a city’s poorer populations. Blacks and whites lived next to Asians; immigrants
worked side-by-side with native-born prostitutes.∞≠ This diversity did not indicate
either equality or integration. Segregation by reputability was color blind, but
color was integral to calculating district hierarchies. Both the customers going to
the districts and the people working there recognized the status differentials
among district establishments and, with the exception of a few elite houses with
light-skinned prostitutes, the more racially mixed a venue, the lower its prestige.
Most elite brothels catered to white men only; however, in the backstreet saloons,
dance halls, and cribs, racial proscriptions meant less than a person’s status within
the sporting world.∞∞ Prostitutes had greater leeway in choosing their clients in
dives than in brothels, where madams monitored their sexual interactions and
doormen determined who entered the establishment. Part of what made ‘‘low
dives’’ low was that white customers vied for service with black customers and
sometimes lost those contests.∞≤ Despite the nuances in calculating status in the
district, from the perspective of white visitors, people of color were there to serve
them, whether they worked as proprietors, musicians, waiters, or prostitutes. White
men resented the intermittent insistence by male residents of color that not only
did they belong, as customers, in the saloons, whorehouses, and pool halls of the
district, but that their rights, as residents, superseded those of the white visitors.∞≥
Interracial violence occurred in vice districts, but, as in the rest of society, most
ﬁghts happened between people of the same color. While covering Storyville,
New Orleans journalists reported stories about jealous lovers murdering suspected rivals or gamblers killing cheating opponents, but they did so with little
fanfare.∞∂ In contrast, the much more infrequent interracial violence made very
good copy. In August 1908, shortly after the Springﬁeld race riot, the New Orleans
Item reported that Alfred (‘‘Buddie’’) Phillips, after spending the night carousing
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with two friends in Storyville, shot the black proprietor of a district restaurant.
Phillips, whom the police called one of the ‘‘worst characters who frequent the
district,’’ gunned down Manuel Antoine, the restaurant proprietor, saying that ‘‘its
been a long time since I shot a nigger, and I guess I might just as well.’’∞∑ The most
commonly reported interracial crimes were assaults on white women by black
men and the lynching of black men by white men, but these generally happened
outside of vice districts, in the parishes and counties beyond the city limits.∞∏
Reformers such as Philip Werlain, the president of the New Orleans Progressive
Union, excoriated mixed-race sex in Storyville, but he never suggested that such
sex entailed rape.∞π Although pimps often beat prostitutes, most of the violence in
the district, both intra- and interracial, occurred between men.∞∫
District violence, like district demographics, reﬂected that of the larger city, yet
even routine law enforcement exhibited racist aspects. Policing the tenderloin
typically involved rousting loiterers, arresting drunks, cleaning up after bar ﬁghts,
and following through on johns’ accusations that prostitutes stole from them.∞Ω
African-Americans were, however, overrepresented in the arrest statistics. Even
though they comprised a little over a quarter of New Orleans’s population in 1910,
persons of color made up 40 percent of those arrested that year.≤≠ The New
Orleans Item’s editors acknowledged that the police arrested African-Americans in
disproportionate numbers, yet the editors argued that this imbalance resulted not
from any inherent criminality among African-Americans, ‘‘but because they happen to be the least taught and therefore the most ignorant element in our society, crowded thickly into sordid localities, developing even worse conditions from
the thriftlessness and idleness which result from their lack of schooling and
training.’’≤∞ Despite the Item’s relatively enlightened environmental explanation,
crime statistics still raised questions about police prejudice. After the police swept
South Rampart Street, a black commercial district, for loiterers, an AfricanAmerican minister wrote to the Item that ‘‘careful investigation shows that only a
small per cent are professional or habitual loafers. The majority are laborers who
have been faithful at their jobs every day of the week and who are seeking a little
pleasure in the only public way open to them.’’≤≤ Nevertheless, to the police, social
order meant reducing the number of African-Americans, particularly AfricanAmerican men, participating in public leisure.
State legislators and city councilmen in both the North and the South enacted
laws that the police used to keep black men off the streets and out of the districts.
Vagrancy laws and ‘‘dangerous-and-suspicious ordinances’’ were particularly important to racial intimidation and the maintenance of public order.≤≥ Less studied
than the vagrancy laws, ‘‘D-and-S’’ charges circumvented the need for proof. If the
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police suspected someone of a crime, but had no evidence, they could arrest the
individual on suspicion.≤∂ In New Orleans, black pimps joked that they needed
to have jobs as musicians; otherwise the police could arrest them.≤∑ AfricanAmerican sports based these jibes on experience. In September 1908, the police
picked up Charles Navarro, a so-called dangerous-and-suspicious character, ‘‘in
the restricted district . . . last night on general principles.’’ A year later, Navarro,
also known as ‘‘Mexican Slim,’’ protested to the press that ‘‘the police are persecuting me: they lock me up repeatedly, but have never convicted me of anything. I
don’t know how true it is, but I understand the word has been passed around
to grab me whenever I am out of the house after nine or ten o’clock.’’ Since
dangerous-and-suspicious arrests did not require the police to prove wrongdoing,
they used the law with relative impunity.≤∏
Vagrancy laws were almost as ﬂexible. Notoriously broad in deﬁning vagrants,
they applied not only to transients and the homeless, but also to prostitutes and
other people with residences who could not prove respectable employment on
demand. As such, vagrancy laws were ideal for policing red-light districts.≤π In the
weeks leading up to the Atlanta riot of 1906, the Atlanta police hauled in many
African-Americans as vagrants as part of their campaign to ‘‘clean up’’ Decatur
Street, part of an important black neighborhood in the Old Fourth Ward and a
well-known center for vice.≤∫ Analyzed on a case-by-case basis, arrests the police
made under dangerous-and-suspicious ordinances and vagrancy laws were inequitable; when viewed together, a pattern of strategic racism emerges.
For city administrations, the basics of social-order policing—disorderly conduct
arrests, vagrancy sweeps, and raids on venues dedicated to vice—formed an essential vocabulary in the dialog among different factions within urban politics. The
accusations by reformers and the response by the city’s administration followed a
fairly set form. Political opponents to the party in power accused the current
administration of lax enforcement of a particular type of law, and the maligned
ofﬁcials responded by ordering the police to crack down on loitering, blind tigers,
open gambling, or whatever other offense to which city ofﬁcials supposedly
showed leniency. Unfortunately, this pattern of accusation and action came with a
basic problem. If the administration corrected the enforcement oversight directly,
they acknowledged their negligence. A crackdown could only occur if the police
were as lax as their opponents contended. So municipal ofﬁcials developed an
alternate strategy of diversionary policing. If reformers accused the police of overlooking closing-hour violations by saloonkeepers, then the police responded by
conducting sweeps removing beggars from the commercial district. Or, if the
progressive press decried the city’s indiscriminate issuing of saloon permits, then
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the police arrested saloonkeepers for selling liquor to minors and the courts
revoked their licenses. In other words, the police and public ofﬁcials attempted to
discredit claims concerning their negligence by assiduously maintaining other,
ostensibly more important aspects of social order.
The racial and ethnic background of the people the police arrested during
these diversionary campaigns ﬁgured into the municipal government’s attempt to
assert diligence. The more serious the assault on an administration’s credibility,
the more racist the responding crackdown. In late 1902 and early 1903, in the
course of a self-assigned crusade against the disorderly houses outside of Storyville’s limits, the editors of the New Orleans Item reported on the police’s refusal to
take action against these brothels.≤Ω During December and January, the police
sought to redirect attention ﬁrst by rounding up the homeless around the race
track and, when that diversion failed, by then bringing in approximately 150
people for begging and public drunkenness in the vicinity of Canal Street, the
city’s major commercial thoroughfare. Unimpressed, the Item’s editors opined
that ‘‘the patience of the public is exhausted and that the plea of ‘urgent business
elsewhere’ would no longer be accepted or even entertained.’’≥≠
In the ﬁnal stages of the Item’s successful campaign, the police changed targets
and conducted a series of raids against Chinese-run opium dens. The third raid
even made front-page news. These opium dens hardly resembled the glamorous
orientalist depictions by novelists and ﬁn-de-siècle artists. Instead, they often occupied the basements of tenements or the apartments of addicts. Like dives, they
served a mixed-race clientele. This salient fact underscored the implicit message
of these diversionary raids: mixed-race drug taking, and the presumed sexual
intercourse that took place, trumped plain old prostitution as a problem.≥∞ Indeed,
Progressive-era sociologist Mary Roberts Coolidge described a similar pattern in
San Francisco when she observed that ‘‘the police raid the Chinese houses in
order to divert attention from the wide-open white houses.’’≥≤ During the 1902
anti-vice campaign in New Orleans, however, the police’s palliatives appeased
neither the public nor the press. When the outcry continued against extra-district
houses, despite the police’s best efforts to redirect public outrage, the police slowly
began to make a more earnest effort at cracking down on them.≥≥ In contrast to the
district attorney’s later crusade against the ‘‘cocaine-crazed Negro’’ in 1910, the
police’s racist diversionary tactics in 1902 failed to shift public scrutiny away from
questions about ofﬁcial negligence. That the police raids against opium dens
proved ineffective in diverting attention shows that at the turn of the century,
reputational segregation still garnered more support among the city elite than
policing the color line in the sporting world.
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race riots and the african-american response
The question of racial separation in red-light districts and urban residences grew
increasingly fraught after the Atlanta race riot of 1906 and the Springﬁeld race riot
of 1908. These riots accelerated elite disillusionment with separation by reputation and reinforced the increasing cultural dominance of Jim Crow segregation.
Both riots started in red-light districts, were triggered by rumors of a black man
assaulting a white woman, and led, not only to the death of black citizens at
the hands of rampaging whites, but also to the destruction of black businesses
throughout the tenderloin.≥∂ The 1906 and 1908 riots differed from the 1898 race
riot in Wilmington, North Carolina, which originated out of electoral politics,
and from the 1900 Robert Charles Riot in New Orleans, which essentially consisted of a manhunt of one besieged African-American who, in self-defense, shot
twenty-seven white men. All four of these riots expressed virulent racial hatred,
but the 1906 and 1908 riots stand out among the Progressive-era race riots both
because of their origins in vice districts and because they changed the way that
urban leaders thought about the use of city space.≥∑
The Atlanta race riot started on Saturday, 22 September 1906, among the
mixed-race dives on Decatur Street in the heart of Atlanta’s red-light district.
Running along Peachtree, Marietta, and Decatur streets, Atlanta’s tenderloin, like
most Southern vice districts, was located in a predominantly black neighborhood.
The race riot occurred just a few days after the fall primary, during a rabidly racist
gubernatorial campaign, and amid a perceived epidemic of black men raping
white women. The hyperbole of the campaign combined with the hysteria of the
rape scare to exacerbate white fears that blacks were gaining too much power and
losing their respect for white rule. In an already-tense town, Decatur Street visibly
reminded racists that black entrepreneurs based their success on ﬂouting the color
line.
The riot began on a hot Saturday evening. After drinking all day, and upon
hearing the evening news ‘‘extras’’ of a third and then a fourth black assault on a
white woman, white men idling outside the saloons along Peachtree and Decatur
streets started attacking African-American pedestrians. Dissatisﬁed with the impact of their initial abuse, a group of men decided to send a message and ‘‘clean up
Decatur street dives.’’ Looting saloons for alcohol, and pawn shops for guns, the
rioters began the ‘‘systematic destruction of restaurants, clubs, saloons and pool
rooms’’ that African-Americans owned and frequented. After smashing the windows and ransacking the interiors of businesses throughout the black commercial
district, the rioters rampaged through the rest of Atlanta’s downtown, killing and
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looting along the way, but they always circled back to Decatur Street, the symbol
of disrupted racial hierarchies. During this time, the police did little to quell the
riot, while the governor hesitated to call the state militia. When the militia ﬁnally
arrived just before dawn, they merely stood and watched the rioters. Over the next
few days, white gangs roamed black residential areas, meeting occasional resistance, but the riot never regained the momentum of Saturday night. By Thursday, 27 September, the ofﬁcial death toll reached twenty-ﬁve black deaths and one
white, but the impact of the Atlanta race riot went far beyond what ﬁgures such as
these could communicate. Within the African-American community, Atlanta had
stood as a monument to the New South, and a place of hope for the New Negro.
The race riot shattered the faith the black bourgeoisie had in Booker T. Washington’s prescription of hard work, nonintervention, and white conciliation as the
key to racial advancement.≥∏
In the immediate aftermath of the riot, conservative black and white leaders
joined together to express their horror at the events. Inﬂuential black leaders, like
Reverend H. Proctor of Atlanta’s prestigious First Congregational Church, applauded the uniﬁcation of ‘‘ ‘better elements’ in both races for the purpose of
restraining lower elements—black and white.’’≥π Proposing a Civic League with a
conjoining ‘‘Coloured Cooperative Civic League,’’ Atlanta’s conservatives tried to
mend the rifts that put a lie to Washington’s Atlanta Compromise of 1895.≥∫
Washington himself traveled to the city six days after the riot. Reiterating reputational explanations, which blamed the riots on the Decatur Street dives, he
praised the city’s black and white leaders for working together, even as he condemned W. E. B. Du Bois and other members of the militant Niagara Movement
for stirring up ill will between the races.≥Ω Du Bois, in contrast, remained inactive
and uncharacteristically quiet in the days immediately following the riot.∂≠ In
time, Du Bois and his associates argued that all of white Atlanta, not just lowerclass disreputables, supported the racist rampage. They thus adopted a causal
explanation that emphasized race over reputation, once again countering Washington’s conciliatory stance. Yet Du Bois’s initial silence discredited the dying
Niagara Movement and its call for political action.∂∞
Of all the associations established after the riot, only the Neighborhood Union,
a community organization founded by inﬂuential black women in 1908, survived
the political and social upheavals. Offering a broad spectrum of services, the
women of the Union espoused an approach in line with Washington’s views that
the ‘‘Negro loafer, gambler, and drunkard’’ deserved ‘‘the severest condemnation.’’∂≤ Unlike Washington, however, the founders of the Neighborhood Union,
in true Progressive fashion, went to the poorest neighborhoods and, through a
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variety of programs, sought to improve city life. Attempting to ameliorate racial
tension, but staying within a reputational framework, the Neighborhood Union
embarked on a plan ‘‘to rid their blocks of prostitution and gambling dens,’’ even
going so far as to help respectable residents evict their disreputable neighbors.∂≥
The Neighborhood Union, a dynamic presence in Atlanta well into the 1930s,
stood in sharp contrast to the interracial associations established in the immediate
aftermath of the riot. The latter organizations, representing the last successful
alliance between Atlanta’s conservatives of both races, soon foundered. Hoke
Smith and other radical racists took power in 1907, and Georgia disenfranchised
black voters in 1908.∂∂ Neither white nor black leaders could prevent these events,
demonstrating as clearly as the riot itself that the moribund rhetoric of compromise and conciliation carried little weight in the Jim Crow South.
The Springﬁeld riot also started on a hot day after inﬂammatory reports about a
black man ‘‘outraging’’ a white woman. On Friday, 14 August 1908, a crowd of
angry men gathered in front of the city’s jail at the eastern end of the Levee,
Springﬁeld’s vice district, and demanded to see two alleged rapists—one held for a
recent assault and one from an alleged rape ﬁve weeks previously. To keep the
prisoners safe and divert the growing mob, the sheriff arranged for Harry Loper, a
restaurateur and car owner, to transfer the prisoners, both of whom juries later
found innocent of the crimes, to a jail in nearby Bloomington, Illinois. On ﬁnding
out that the prisoners had escaped their wrath, the increasingly drunk and angry
crowd stormed Loper’s restaurant. By ten p.m., the rioters had trashed Loper’s
place, drunk all his alcohol, and torched the infamous escape vehicle. Still angry
and not yet ready to disperse, the mob moved on to the black business district of
Washington Street that, like Decatur Street in Atlanta, was the heart of Springﬁeld’s vice district. Breaking windows, looting everything of value, and chopping up all furniture and ﬁxtures to kindling, the rioters set the street aﬂame,
then physically prevented ﬁremen from dousing the blaze. By one a.m., the
rioters had destroyed at least twenty-one black businesses, but they remained
unappeased. Moving from the commercial district to the residential area, they
burned houses that African-Americans inhabited in the ‘‘badlands,’’ but saved
those places displaying white handerkerchiefs, which indicated where EuropeanAmericans lived. During this time, the local militia did little, the sheriff did less,
and the mayor hid. The mob did not disperse until almost three a.m., when
militias from nearby cities arrived. On Saturday the city smouldered. The mayor
ordered all saloons closed and the militia tried to keep crowds from forming, but
the rioters, still looking for targets, moved against African-Americans living in
predominantly white neighborhoods. By Monday the city was once again quiet,
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the saloons stayed closed, more militia moved in, and the survivors began to tally
the damage. Two black men had been lynched, four white men died from shots
ﬁred by the militia, and property damage totaled over $120,000. At the end of the
week, most of black Springﬁeld lay in ashes.∂∑
The 1908 Springﬁeld riot shocked concerned observers throughout the United
States.∂∏ Where Northerners could dismiss the Atlanta riot because it occurred in
the South, they could not do the same for a riot in Illinois. William English
Walling, a noted white socialist, declared: ‘‘Either . . . we must come to treat the
Negro on a plane of absolute political and social equality, or Vardaman and
Tillman will soon have transferred the race war to the North.’’∂π That the events of
the Springﬁeld and Atlanta race riots so closely paralleled one another gave
substance to fears about spreading racial hatred. By naming James Vardaman and
Benjamin Tillman, the quintessential race-baiting Southern politicians of the
period, Walling evoked a specter of bigotry that he hoped the Northern heirs of
abolition would repudiate. Walling’s plea, and the symbolic horror that such
racial violence occurred in the ‘‘home of Abraham Lincoln,’’ catalyzed reformers
concerned about race relations.∂∫ Over the next three years, leaders in race reform
sought to establish national organizations to foster better relations between whites
and blacks and coordinate efforts to improve conditions within African-American
communities in cities throughout the United States.
Ministers within the African Methodist Episcopal Church offered the ﬁrst
organizational response to the Springﬁeld riot. Almost immediately following the
riot, H. E. Stewart, the pastor of the Institutional AME Church in Chicago, called
on black leaders to establish a national law-and-order association to combat vice in
black neighborhoods. Addressing the stimulus behind the race riots, Stewart and
his fellow organizers of the Lincoln Law and Order League ‘‘observed that dives
and low dens of vice have been the cause . . . in almost every case where the mob
spirit has taken possession of low and vicious white men.’’ To ameliorate this
situation, Stewart proposed that through the League, black leaders could help
black communities rid themselves of white vice.∂Ω
Although Stewart did not explicitly state that racial separation aided social
order, seventeen months later, at an AME regional conference in New Orleans,
Bishop Edward W. Lampton did just that. In an impassioned plea, Lampton
exhorted his listeners ‘‘to keep inviolate those lines of separation between the
races, in public and in private, so that the mobs will have no excuse to wreak its
vengeance upon my race.’’∑≠ In proposing the most conservative, yet sympathetic,
institutional response to the riots, the AME ministers offered racial solutions to
what they interpreted as a racial problem. The AME leaders acknowledged that
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black criminals needed reforming, but they attributed the race riots to the white
lowlifes invading black neighborhoods. Indeed, Stewart, Lampton, and their
peers sought to eliminate reputational segregation and encourage voluntary racial
segregation in its place. The AME ministers never succeeded in establishing a
lasting law-and-order league; however, the Atlanta and Springﬁeld riots provided
the context for the formation of two enduring organizations: the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League.∑∞
The NAACP and the National Urban League endorsed similar goals but followed distinctly different paths. Adhering to Du Boisian versus Washingtonian
philosophies in their institutional missions, they exempliﬁed the differences between racial and reputational perspectives. The NAACP’s racial reformers offered
juridical and integrationist solutions, while the Urban League’s reputational reformers espoused a community-centered approach.∑≤ Founded in direct response
to the Springﬁeld riot, the NAACP looked outward from the African-American
community and developed a mission to protect the black race through the enforcement of civil rights. While the NAACP’s founders saw equality through
integration as the solution, they also construed the relationship between the races
as adversarial. They believed integration could only occur through the enforcement of federal law and the edicts of the U.S. Supreme Court.∑≥ The Urban
League, on the other hand, embraced a reputational mission. Its founders asserted
that the key to aiding African-Americans lay in social-service work and cooperation with local white elites.∑∂ The League did not contest tacitly segregated neighborhoods. Instead it looked inward to the care of the black community, attempting
to acculturate the new migrants from the South and exclude those disreputables
who refused to reform. As such, the Urban League exempliﬁed middle-class
uplift—a profoundly reputational endeavor. Race provided the reason for the
organization, but neither civil rights nor integration into white society received
anywhere near the attention devoted to urban vice and other internal community
problems.∑∑ Through their different explanations and efforts after the riots, the
NAACP and the National Urban League demonstrated the evolving reform implications of racial versus reputational interpretations of social order.
During the twentieth century, total equality between the races became the
goal of many race reformers, and in that endeavor the NAACP led the way. In the
1910s, however, African-American leaders, especially within the African Methodist Episcopal Church and the National Urban League, concluded that tacit separation and the nurturing of a bourgeois black community offered greater beneﬁts
than competing with whites or changing the terms of that competition. Elite
African-American reformers, like their white peers, sought to impose respectabil-

62

for business and pleasure

ity through institutional reform, but they also challenged the right of white leaders
to dictate the moral geography of black neighborhoods.

the racist regulation of vice
After the Atlanta and Springﬁeld riots, white city leaders took institutional steps to
reduce the likelihood of further race riots. Police ofﬁcials continued to prefer redlight districts as a way to limit and oversee vice, but inﬂuential social reformers
and city councilmen sought to reinforce racial divisions within the less-reputable
ranks of society.∑∏ Although many white leaders in Atlanta and elsewhere blamed
the riots on the dregs of both races, they grew increasingly disenchanted with
reputational segregation as an effective measure for social control. Indeed, they
may have further reinforced racial separation because of their reputational interpretation of the riots. If racial friction among society’s lowlifes created violent
rampages, then city ofﬁcials not only needed to separate respectable from disreputable, but also whites from blacks.∑π During the 1910s, an increasing number of
white leaders renounced mixed-race red-light districts and started to think about a
new type of segregation, residential separation by race, as a way to limit social
disorder.
The passage of residential segregation ordinances aimed at African-Americans
postdated the segregation of vice by at least ten years, but after the Atlanta and
Springﬁeld riots, Negrophobes used the close geographic association of vice and
racialized others as a rationale to promote segregation by race. Especially in the
South’s ‘‘border states,’’ white politicians sought to extend racial separation beyond the use of public space and dictate the organization of private life. Baltimore
passed the ﬁrst residential segregation ordinance in 1910 and, over the next three
years, cities such as Richmond, Virginia, Greenville, South Carolina, Louisville,
Kentucky, and Atlanta, Georgia, followed suit, enacting their own versions of the
Baltimore ordinance.∑∫ Although the ordinances were fundamentally more coercive than the AME’s call for voluntary social separation, apologists nonetheless
argued that city councils enacted these ordinances to reduce social tension. As in
Baltimore, the city councilmen of Atlanta wrote this rationale into their ordinance, entitling it an ‘‘ordinance for preserving peace, preventing conﬂict and ill
feeling between the white and colored races, and promoting the general welfare
of the city, by providing for the use of separate blocks by white and colored people
for residences and for other purposes.’’ Despite their stated intention, the segregation ordinances reinforced a crazy-quilt of residential patterns that further polarized neighborhoods along racial lines without ever achieving the goal of racial
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homogeneity.∑Ω More moderate racial conservatives advocated other, less-extreme
measures to keep blacks and whites apart, but they too sought to separate the races
socially when they introduced measures to regulate commercial recreation.
The drying up of the South was by far the most striking change in social control
in the immediate aftermath of the Atlanta race riot. Prohibition served a dual
purpose that straddled the two forms of segregation: it kept society’s lowlifes out of
saloons and prevented the races from mixing within them. In 1906, only three
states in the United States were completely dry, but within two years, six Southern
states, starting with Georgia in January 1907, enacted statewide prohibition. Two
other states, Florida and Texas, missed passing prohibition by only a handful of
votes.∏≠ ‘‘Clerical and civic leaders in 1907 freely granted that the recent triumph
of prohibition would have been impossible without the devastating race riot and
the ‘epidemic of rape’ which allegedly preceded it.’’∏∞ Even the states that did not
adopt statewide prohibition often dried up on the county level through local
option.∏≤ Drinking changed in wet areas, too. Legislators passed laws that prohibited mixed-race saloons and required the revocation of the license of any
saloon proprietor who allowed blacks and whites to drink together.∏≥ Without
such measures, a New Orleans Baptist warned, ‘‘all classes of both white and
colored hoodlums will congregate . . . and will cause disturbance and death.’’∏∂
Northerners also urged the adoption of more stringent anti-saloon measures.
Eugene W. Chaﬁn, the prohibition candidate for president and an eyewitness to
the Springﬁeld riot, saw the widespread adoption of prohibition in the South as
one of the main causes for black migration to the North. Giving a speech in
Chicago a few days after the Springﬁeld riot, Chaﬁn argued that ‘‘it is the open
town that is bringing the bad negroes up from the south. . . . They have been
ﬂocking here ever since the south struck so hard at the saloons.’’∏∑ This kind of
sentiment encouraged the move away from the centralized districting of saloons,
dives, and disreputable dance halls and increased support throughout the country
for racially segregated recreation.
Social reformers and city councilmen continued to use already-existing ordinances for social-order policing, but they increasingly supplemented their earlier
efforts to control individuals by enacting laws that altered urban sociability more
generally. In particular, they sought tighter regulations for saloons and other
drinking venues. After the riots, most of the Southern states unable to pass prohibition forced high license on the cities that fought to remain wet.∏∏ Requiring a
yearly fee of up to $1,000 as well as a bond to insure good behavior, the intent and
general effect of these laws was to drive the more socially and ﬁscally marginal
establishments out of legitimate business.∏π In Louisiana, the state legislature
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enacted a fairly typical high-license law, the Gay-Shattuck law, in 1908. GayShattuck explicitly prohibited women and blacks from holding liquor licenses
and required owners of mixed-race venues to have separate bars for white customers and black customers.∏∫ In other words, although legislators intended high
license to clean up the saloon trade and reduce the number of transgressive
resorts, city ofﬁcials, alcohol sellers, and social reformers deﬁned disorder through
racial and sexual stereotypes. If proprietors were women, people of color, or
members of a racialized ethnic group such as Italians, Slavic Europeans, or
French-Canadians, they suffered police raids and investigations by social reformers with great frequency.∏Ω High license also encouraged discrimination
based on the proprietor’s social background and political ties. Through codiﬁed
restrictions and with implicit chauvinism, city ofﬁcials and social reformers reduced the proportion of drinking establishments to the overall population, but
they also consolidated liquor retailing into the hands of white men with political
and economic pull.π≠ During the intermittent morality campaigns and their accompanying diversionary raids, racism and sexism provided both the guidelines
for saloon reduction under high license and the rewards for the city administration’s white male supporters.
Even when municipal ofﬁcials and moral reformers allowed African-Americans
to keep their venues open, black proprietors endured disproportionate scrutiny. In
New York City, African-American leaders actively defended the rights of black
proprietors and the reputation of their community.π∞ The Committee of Fourteen
was particularly intolerant of mixed-race leisure and, starting in 1910, began a
concerted campaign to segregate drinking venues such as black-and-tans, the
forerunners to cabarets. When Walter G. Hooke and Frederick Whitin, the secretaries in charge of the Fourteen’s operations, pulled in black proprietors on their
Protest List to sign promissory notes, they made the proprietors swear that they
would not serve ‘‘colored men accompanied by white women nor colored women
accompanied by white men.’’ First segregating parties, and then segregating
venues, the Fourteen made black proprietors promise that they would serve whites
in one room and blacks in another or refuse service to whites altogether.π≤ Chelsea
publisher and Brown University graduate David E. Tobias found the Fourteen’s
coercive discrimination appalling. Furious at the Fourteen’s well-documented
double standard and comparing their efforts to Jim Crow measures in the South,
Tobias wondered ‘‘what right have private white citizens to undertake to regulate
any business colored men may be engaged in’’?π≥ While both white and black
proprietors underwent the humiliating process of going to the Fourteen’s ofﬁce to

race, riots, and red-light districts

65

sign the Committee’s promissory notes, only black proprietors had to swear that
adhering to the Fourteen’s demands beneﬁted their race.π∂
Anger escalated within New York’s African-American community when the
Fourteen tried to close Marshall’s, a high-class hotel that catered to an elite black
clientele. James Marshall, a founding member of the Clef Club, an association of
black musicians in New York, ran one of the few reputable downtown venues
where African-Americans who worked in the theaters or hotels could have a meal
or a drink.π∑ When the Fourteen threatened to pull Marshall’s license in 1911,
James Reese Europe, ‘‘one of the best-known black bandleaders in the nation,’’
wrote that taking away the hotel’s license would strike a ‘‘body blow’’ to the Clef
Club and black performers.π∏ Taking a different tack, W. E. B. Du Bois demanded
to know why the Fourteen blacklisted Marshall’s place. Frederick Whitin replied
to Du Bois that ‘‘in addition to being on the borderline of entertainment places, it
has the unfortunate mixing of the races which when the individuals are of the
ordinary class, always means danger.’’ A ﬂurry of letters ensued in which Du Bois
declared the illegality of ‘‘discrimination between races . . . in places of public
entertainment’’ and Whitin tried to defend the Fourteen’s policy.ππ The conﬂict
over Marshall’s ended in a stalemate, with Fred R. Moore, editor of the New York
Age and noted Booker T. Washington supporter, weighing in on the side of the
Fourteen. Nevertheless, the Fourteen’s discrimination against black proprietors,
their active efforts to enforce racial segregation, and the ofﬁcial support that the
Fourteen received remained a source of friction within the African-American
community in New York City.π∫
In New Orleans, reformers tried to use high license in an equally coercive
manner, but they emphasized Sunday-closing violations and the political protection given to high-proﬁle saloon proprietors. In contrast to the situation in New
York, the local district attorney successfully disrupted the anti-saloon campaign by
starting a cocaine scare. After the riots, race became an integral, rather than a
supplementary part of the dialog concerning urban order. The ‘‘cocaine-crazed
Negro’’ emerged as one of the most striking symbols in this debate. A recurring
ﬁgure in both national and local discourse about dangerous individuals, the invocation of the oversexed, black dope ﬁend crescendoed in New Orleans in the
autumn of 1910.πΩ
The cocaine scare began simply enough as an attempt to quell public dissent
over the lax policing and licensing of saloons.∫≠ Starting in late July 1910, the
Reverend J. Benjamin Lawrence, a Baptist minister, made a concerted effort to
attack the city’s nonenforcement of Sunday-closing laws.∫∞ Lawrence and his
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compatriots, who established the Gay-Shattuck League to enforce the highlicense law of the same name, documented a string of blue-law violations and
even went so far as to bring evidence into court against Tom Anderson: saloon
kingpin, state representative, oil speculator, and self-proclaimed ‘‘Mayor of Storyville.’’∫≤ When Judge A. M. Aucoin let Anderson off on a technicality, city elites
proclaimed their outrage and Lawrence’s crusade gained momentum. Even the
New Orleans Item’s editors, who favored Sunday opening, believed that Aucoin’s
dismissal and the not-so-credible ineptitude of the District Attorney’s Ofﬁce stank
of political favoritism too blatant to let pass.∫≥ In a series of speeches and editorials,
Lawrence’s Gay-Shattuck League and the Item’s editors ridiculed the city’s justice
system and reviled the city council for indiscriminately issuing saloon permits.∫∂
After weeks of bad press, and the failure of two previously successful diversionary gambits—the arrest of Italian saloonkeepers for serving women and minors
and the rounding up of ‘‘loiterers’’ in a black shopping district—New Orleans’s
machine ﬁnally took innovative action. With the help of the police, city council,
and, to a lesser extent, the courts, District Attorney St. Clair Adams started a
campaign against cocaine use. In particular, Adams focused on the dangers of
cocaine use among people of color.∫∑ As a focus of racial fears, the cocaine-crazed
Negro resonated with other depictions of animalistic and sexually insatiable black
men.
Little evidence existed of widespread cocaine use anywhere in the United
States, let alone that it was rising among blacks in New Orleans. But lack of data
did not stop St. Clair Adams from alleging that ‘‘almost 80 per cent’’ of the Negro
criminals were addicted to cocaine.∫∏ Like other Progressive-era commentators,
he argued that cocaine catalyzed violent crimes among blacks, including the rape
of white women.∫π For example, physician Edward Huntington Williams claimed
that after taking cocaine, ‘‘sexual desires are increased and perverted, peaceful
negroes become quarrelsome, and timid negroes develop a degree of ‘Dutch
courage’ that is sometimes almost incredible.’’ Moreover, ‘‘a large proportion of
the wholesale killing in the South during recent years have been the result of
cocaine.’’∫∫ Unlike more diffuse explanations for black violence, blaming cocaine
offered a solution to the ‘‘Negro problem’’ that eschewed the lawlessness of the
lynch mob: anti-drug legislation and increased policing of the vice district.∫Ω Like
white addicts, black addicts bought and used their drugs in the most disreputable
section of the city, the red-light district. By parsing the problem both reputationally and racially, St. Clair Adams and other commentators once again constructed underemployed district idlers as the source of black crime: not all black
men posed a danger to society, just those who lived where cocaine was common.
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Pro-district politicians argued that increased policing of the district, with special
attention to black cocaine users, would keep the city safe.Ω≠ The cultural currency
of the cocaine-crazed Negro made the scare an easy sell, while its causal simplicity
made regulating cocaine an obvious solution.
The scare itself followed a simple arc: the district attorney identiﬁed the threat
and the police arrested a series of users, street-level dealers, and two ‘‘higher ups,’’
a corrupt pharmacist and a notorious tenderloin proprietor, George ‘‘Fewclothes’’
Fourcault.Ω∞ When the dealers only received light sentences from Judge Aucoin,
who once again showed his typical leniency, Adams used the resulting anger to
argue that current anti-drug regulation was insufﬁcient. The D.A. successfully
lobbied for city- and state-level legislation and promptly showed the efﬁcacy of the
new laws through a few high-proﬁle arrests and harsh sentences.Ω≤ In a report
Adams helped prepare, the Orleans Parish Grand Jury assured the public that
tighter controls on the cocaine trade would reduce the number of rapes and that
violent crimes would dwindle.Ω≥ The Gay-Shattuck League, on the other hand,
drifted out of the public eye. In November, Lawrence squandered most of his
support among the already-dubious moderate wets when he declared the futility
of saloon regulation and offered statewide prohibition as the only solution. In
December, he weakened what little remaining momentum his crusade maintained when he broadened the League’s mission to monitor drinking violations
across Louisiana.Ω∂ After the district attorney trumped him with the cocaine scare,
Lawrence made one further, fatal attempt at vice reform, striking out at mixed-sex
drinking at the Mardi Gras balls. Just as New Orleanians resisted total prohibition,
so too did they resent restrictions on Carnival.Ω∑ St. Clair Adams’s anti-cocaine
crusade easily overshadowed Lawrence’s closing-law campaign. The public found
the ﬁgure of the cocaine-crazed Negro far more frightening than the thought of
working men drinking on Sunday.
The cocaine crusade ran its course by early January 1911, but its effect devastated vice reform in New Orleans. Adams’s efforts boosted city pride without
threatening cultural change. During his campaign for new anti-drug regulation,
he joined a national network of anti-narcotics reformers. Trumpeted in the local
press, Adams’s contact with national ﬁgures, especially Hamilton Wright, the U.S.
delegate to the ﬁrst international anti-drug conference, showed New Orleans at
the forefront of this kind of reform.Ω∏ Having successfully poached on the moral
authority of local reformers, Adams managed to recalibrate the balance of power
in New Orleans’s vice regulation. The ‘‘efﬁciency’’ and ‘‘earnestness’’ with which
he pursued his anti-drug agenda and his unrelenting repression of district drug
dealers demonstrated that not all of the city administration was in league with
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Tom Anderson and other red-light district bigwigs.Ωπ The cocaine scare ended
with New Orleanians reassured that the city’s law-enforcement ofﬁcers would
adequately protect them from rampaging black dope ﬁends.
The cocaine-crazed Negro was an effective symbol in the post-race-riot regime
of moral regulation through racist policing. In the aftermath of the Atlanta and
Springﬁeld riots, as racial fears increased, municipal ofﬁcials across the nation
gave the police greater leeway in patrolling the districts. This leeway translated
into the discriminatory enforcement of the law. Whether the police used vagrancy
laws against individuals, conducted dragnets to pick up groups of district idlers, or
used licensing laws to dictate behavior, cracking down on disreputable leisure
meant ratcheting up racist policing. Few politicians and even fewer anti-vice
reformers protested that cleaning up the districts meant cleaning out black men.Ω∫
The race riots pushed city leaders to reevaluate their own strategies for social
control and to reimagine the relation of commercial vice to urban life.

ji
Throughout much of the Progressive era, urban leaders in the South, but also in
the North and West, addressed racial order and vice control as intertwined problems. City ofﬁcials and social reformers used the transgression of social norms and
the possibility of interracial violence as a rationale for regulating urban vice. The
reverse also held true. City leaders used the control of urban vice as a way to
strengthen racial and sexual hierarchies. Even ‘‘liberal’’ municipal administrations that advocated wide-open red-light districts practiced strategic racial discrimination to shore up the credibility of their administrations. Thus, while many
municipal leaders saw racial segregation as a civic reform, they also saw it as a
unifying policy that both anti-vice crusaders and the machine could support.ΩΩ
Racism provided practical guidelines for social-order policing, but it did not
provoke a national movement to close tolerated tenderloins. The economic exploitation of prostitutes at the hands of villainous commercializers of vice caused
more controversy, and created greater support for the closure of the districts, than
the mixed-race sociability practiced in the urban red-light districts. Despite the
radical and rising racism of the period, white men, including some very powerful
white leaders, refused to relinquish their privileged access to black women’s
bodies. Focusing on the venality of district managers rather than the sexual sins of
their customers avoided awkward questions about who went to the district and
why. In the early 1910s, the white slavery scare, with its innocent victims and
perﬁdious panderers, shifted attention away from racial tensions within red-light
districts and gave the public much easier targets for their moral outrage.

chapter four

The Vice Trust
A Reinterpretation of the White Slavery Scare, 1907–1917

In the narratives of the white slavery scare, which peaked in the United States
between 1910 and 1913, urban reformers intertwined the story of the sexually
coerced maiden with a heated condemnation of the business of vice. Although
the white slavery scare was an international panic, local reformers gave white
slavery narratives local relevance by retelling the standard story in a language
particular to their period and place.∞ In some countries, activists emphasized the
whiteness of the debauched women and the darkness of the men deﬁling them,
but in the United States race remained an implicit issue underlying anti-vice
enforcement. It never emerged as a unifying discourse around which reformers
across the nation could unite. Instead, American Progressives turned to the language of economics, particularly the corrupting power of trusts and their control
of society, to frame their attack on urban vice.
Anti-monopolism was an overriding imperative in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Turn-of-the-century Americans perceived an alarming spread
of organizational conspiracies—‘‘the Trust and Wall Street, the Political Machine
and the System of Inﬂuence’’—that dominated ordinary citizens, but eluded their
control.≤ Broad deﬁnitions of monopoly, trust, and dangerous ‘‘bigness’’ drove
their fears. From the Progressive perspective, the informal but extensive cooperation among service corporations such as insurance companies and banks was as
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worrisome as the ‘‘tight combinations’’ of industrial trusts like Standard Oil and
U.S. Steel.≥ This climate, in which Americans feared the impact of corporate
centralization and saw a cooperative complicity among economic interests, provided the context for urban reformers’ concern that ruthless proﬁt-mongers had
extended their control to yet another business: commercialized vice.
By situating the tale of the captive maiden within a broader condemnation of
monopoly capitalism, anti-vice reformers adopted a language, and a legislative
agenda, that resonated with other Progressive-era reforms. Economic allusions
permeated anti-vice rhetoric, but three metaphors in particular anchored reformers’ representation of social relations in urban red-light districts. The ﬁrst
depicted the business of vice as a trust composed of allied interests. The second
likened red-light districts to marketplaces where the Vice Trust—those who profited from and controlled the vice districts—bought and sold prostitutes to ﬁll district
brothels. In the third metaphor, contemporary writers correlated white slavery with
the involuntary servitude of debt peonage.∂ By shifting the rhetorical terrain away
from moral arguments about sin and individual salvation and toward an economic
analysis of social structures, Progressive-era anti-vice reformers appropriated the
laws governing commerce and used them as a new set of legal referents to further
their goals. They strategically employed these three interlocking metaphors as
juridical analogies for constructing legislation and interpreting the laws that regulated vice.∑ Although this critique, with its commercial vocabulary, was not the only
language that American reformers used to describe urban vice, during the Progressive era, the economic interpretation served as the unifying discourse from which
anti-vice reformers constructed a powerful legislative agenda.

white slavery’s genealogies
The term white slavery originated from the labor movement. In the 1830s, both
English and American workers used white slavery as a way to describe their low
wages and intolerable working conditions. The workers’ condemnation of the
power relations within the capitalist system was explicit in the comparison, and
the correlation between ‘‘white’’ slavery and ‘‘black’’ slavery carried particular
weight in the United States.∏ Indeed, the metaphor of white slavery provided
white workers with a way to condemn industrial inequities, evoke an artisanal
ideal of labor republicanism, and yet differentiate themselves from black chattel
slaves in the South.π Around the turn of the twentieth century, polemicists from
the middle class appropriated the image of white slavery to describe their concerns about the political and economic disempowerment of ordinary citizens.
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Railing against trusts and their perceived control of the federal government, these
writers drew parallels to the Southern planters’ dominance of the government
prior to the Civil War. Anti-monopolists argued that just as corrupt planters derived their power from the exploitation of black slaves, trusts gained their power
through the impoverishment of the working class, whose situation was little better
than slavery.∫ Fearing the further decline of American democracy, middle-class
social critics argued for greater economic equality, something that they hoped to
achieve through the elimination of trusts.
White slavery was not the only image that Progressive-era authors used to
describe the power of trusts and their exploitation of ordinary citizens. These
authors consistently drew on a range of images, from villenage to serfdom and
feudalism, that represented economic systems of dependence.Ω By focusing on
systems of dependence, anti-trust authors extended the metaphorical cast of characters beyond serfs and slaves to include ‘‘industrial princes’’ and ‘‘robber barons.’’
By shifting their discursive emphasis from the oppressed to the oppressor, antimonopolists indicated their intention to alter society’s structure, not just offer a
palliative to its oppressed.∞≠ Anti-trust advocates hoped that inheritance taxes and
the curtailment of large corporate combines would eradicate the industrial aristocracy and enable the United States to realize the ideals of republican democracy.∞∞
White slavery acquired its sexual connotations unevenly over time. Abolitionists had presented chattel slavery in sexual terms, so it is not surprising that antivice reformers, one of the many groups that incorporated abolitionist language,
kept its sexual overtones.∞≤ In 1870, French novelist Victor Hugo, an active advocate for social justice, wrote to British reformer Josephine Butler that ‘‘the slavery
of black women is abolished in America, but the slavery of white women continues in Europe and laws are still made by men in order to tyrannize over
women.’’ In this context, Hugo used white slavery to represent state-regulated
prostitution, particularly the medical examination of prostitutes required by Britain’s Contagious Diseases Acts.∞≥ Ten years later, however, Alfred Dyer, an ally of
Butler’s, shifted the meaning of white slavery away from the systemic metaphor
representing unequal power in the capitalist state to the meaning with which we
are most familiar: involuntary brothel prostitution.∞∂ By emphasizing brothel prostitution over state regulation, Dyer separated the sexualized metaphor from the
particularities of European prostitution and turned white slavery into a term that
anti-prostitution reformers could readily employ in Asia and the Americas.
Once anti-vice reformers shifted responsibility for white slavery from the state
to private enterprise, American authors began to evoke anti-Semitic stereotypes of
evil capitalists. In 1907, Judge John R. Newcomer from Chicago observed, in one
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of the earliest Progressive-era white slavery polemics, that ‘‘the procurers are
chieﬂy, so far as we have learned, American young men,’’ but white slavery writers
quickly shifted the ratio of blame to Russian Jews and, to a lesser extent, French
maquereaux (pimps).∞∑ In his 1909 McClure’s Magazine article, ‘‘Daughters of the
Poor,’’ muckraking journalist George Kibbe Turner lambasted the Jewish kaftan
for selling his sisters and daughters into sin. The ambiguous appellation kaftan,
which denotes a dresslike robe, simultaneously emasculated Jewish pimps and
reminded readers of their ‘‘oriental’’ origins. As with the ﬁgures of Chinese opiumden proprietors and dandiﬁed French ‘‘macks,’’ white slavery authors effeminized
Jewish pimps in order to suggest to readers that these decadent facilitators of
urban vice were debauching the upright virility of American youths.∞∏ Signiﬁcantly, white slavery writers did not invoke African-American men as a slavetrading other. The image of the black man as sexual predator recurred repeatedly
in Progressive-era tracts, but anti-vice authors portrayed African-American men as
rapists, not trafﬁckers of white women.∞π
Although white slavers became increasingly ‘‘oriental,’’ white slaves did not
become increasingly ‘‘occidental.’’∞∫ While white slavery polemicists found it horrifying that a racialized other might seduce and then sell white women, they also
found the idea that the ‘‘other’’ might sell his own women just as abhorrent.∞Ω In
order to whip up public outrage, George Kibbe Turner accentuated the pitilessness of the ‘‘Jewish’’ white slave trade when he declared that Jewish immigrants
sacriﬁced their daughters in order to educate their sons.≤≠ Alternatively, Jane
Addams chose to emphasize the pathos of the white slave trade by reversing the
expected formulation. Addams asserted that white men working as employment
agents brought African-American women up from the South to place them in
Northern brothels. As Addams observed, although the women had hoped for jobs
in domestic service, the procurers knew that they could send these women to
houses of prostitution without repercussion, because ‘‘so universally are colored
girls . . . suspected of blackmail that the average court is slow to credit their
testimony when it is given against white men.’’≤∞ Even so, gender, not race, was the
most pronounced dichotomy in the Progressive-era narratives. White slavery
writers invariably contrasted the helpless, tricked woman with the heartless,
greedy man.
Despite their sensationalism, white slavery writers never moved far from their
systemic critique. White slavery narratives were overblown exaggerations, but
polemicists employed this hyperbole to further their own political ends. George
Kibbe Turner did not write ‘‘Daughters of the Poor’’ just to expose prostitution in
Manhattan’s Lower East Side; he also wrote it to discredit Tammany Hall. Mc-
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Clure’s Magazine carefully timed the publication of Turner’s article to coincide
with Manhattan’s hotly contested 1909 elections.≤≤ Like the mugwumps before
them, Progressive reformers throughout the country used white slavery narratives
to challenge ring politicians.≤≥ Urban elites often asked sympathetic newspaper
editors to publish articles denouncing the horrors found in municipally sanctioned vice districts.≤∂ Electioneering during the 1910s regularly featured reformers’ cries against white slavery and the machine’s temporary crackdown on
tolerated prostitution.≤∑
That urban Progressives should have adopted anti-monopolism, a critical discourse with populist appeal, as a political strategy appears at odds with their class
status, but not with their stated goals. The association of the urban machine with
red-light districts and ‘‘natural monopolies’’ such as utility companies meant that
elite political reformers could employ a hybrid discourse that condemned both
tolerated vice and protected corporations.≤∏ When Progressive reformers used the
phrase white slavery, they not only described the sexual coercion of unwilling
young women, they also played on its long-standing evocation of a corrupt economic system perpetuated by an illegitimate ruling class. Conﬁdent of the righteousness of their efforts, these urban reformers believed that they were the legitimate arbiters of municipal morality. White slavery activists, like anti-monopolists,
believed that if they could convince people of the government’s complicity in
economic misdeeds, the public, in moral outrage, would give reformers a mandate to change the system.

reformers and rhetoric
Urban reformers in the United States had attacked municipally tolerated vice
since the early 1890s, but not until 1909, with the escalating white slavery scare,
did they gather sufﬁcient ideological and organizational momentum to turn local
anti-vice reform into a national initiative. Participating in state inquiries and municipal vice commissions, Progressive reformers also created extra-governmental
associations such as the New York Committee of Fourteen, the Chicago Committee of Fifteen, and the national umbrella group, the American Social Hygiene
Association.≤π In contrast to the more cautious mugwumps, Progressive muckrakers readily used sensational exposés to make their case against urban vice.≤∫
Melodramatic morality tales of once-innocent men and women sacriﬁced to the
greed of the ‘‘vice combine’’ had greater popular appeal than the mugwumps’
carefully reasoned bulletins calling for more effective law enforcement.≤Ω By incorporating white slavery narratives into their attack against the machine, elite
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Progressives tapped into a popular audience deeply concerned about urban
immorality.
Middle-class white slavery writers and established anti-vice reformers shared
an economic interpretation of urban vice, but they diverged in the tone and tenor
of their rhetorical tactics.≥≠ Neither Clifford G. Roe nor John D. Rockefeller Jr.
disagreed over the basic deﬁnition of white slavery, but the way in which they
presented the evils of commercialized prostitution differed greatly.≥∞ Rockefeller,
the quintessential New York reformer, disliked the ‘‘hysteria’’ of the white slavery
scare and actively shunned publicity; however, Roe, an Illinois state prosecutor
from Chicago, used melodramatic exaggeration to court a popular audience.≥≤
Differences in presentation were not just a matter of personal preference. Progressive reformers took their readers into account when they chose between a more
theatrical and a more sociological mode. For example, Wirt Hallam, a Chicago
white slavery activist, and Frederick Whitin, the general secretary of the New York
Committee of Fourteen, were both passionately committed to closing vice districts, but in their correspondence they argued about the value of white slavery
narratives in the campaign against commercialized vice. Hallam advocated telling lurid tales of wasted youth, while Whitin touted the power of a tempered
legalism. Both Hallam and Whitin believed that sensational stories would ‘‘arouse
human sympathy,’’ yet Whitin feared that these stories would discredit anti-vice
reformers.≥≥ In part, Hallam and Whitin disagreed about white slavery narratives
because they had different goals. Like the melodramatic Roe, Hallam wanted to
create a thoroughgoing change in the way ordinary people perceived prostitution,
while Whitin sought the support of New York’s political and philanthropic elite.≥∂
Neither the white slavery activists nor the anti-vice reformers were entirely comfortable with the other faction’s approach, but despite the range of rhetorical
modes that reformers employed, from histrionic hyperbole to social-scientiﬁc
rationalism, the disparate factions within the anti-vice movement shared a common economic discourse for interpreting urban prostitution that superseded their
more superﬁcial, stylistic differences. During the early years of the white slavery
scare, reformers accommodated their rhetorical and strategic differences in order
to build the anti-vice movement.≥∑
Signiﬁcantly, institutional divisions within the anti-vice movement reinforced
rather than ameliorated the tensions between white slavery writers and anti-vice
reformers. Unlike journalists, independent social critics, or members of the shortlived municipal vice commissions, reformers within established organizations
downplayed the more hyperbolic expressions of anti-trust rhetoric because they
could not afford to alienate either the business interests that worked with them or
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the wealthy philanthropists, like Julius Rosenwald, Andrew Carnegie, and Jacob
Schiff, who supported their efforts.≥∏ From the mid-1910s onward, as Chicago
white slavery activists lost their rhetorical hegemony and New York anti-vice
reformers gained institutional strength, Rockefeller’s distaste for publicity increasingly dictated that the urban reformers who worked with Rockefeller-subsidized
organizations needed to temper their rhetoric, avoid the newspapers, and ﬁght
tolerated vice with as little fanfare as possible.≥π Institution-based reformers sustained the Progressive-era anti-vice movement, but the independent white slavery
activists, with their economic images and melodramatic message, provided the
catalyst and the critique that moved anti-vice reform beyond the particularities of
local city politics and made municipally tolerated prostitution a national concern.
The sensational narratives of the white slavery scare were the ﬁrst effective salvo in
this campaign against commercialized vice.

white slavery and debt peonage
There were two parts to the Progressive-era white slavery stories, corresponding to
two different but related representations of white slavery. Most white slavery narratives began with a stereotypical abduction melodrama. In this section, writers
described the abduction, sale, and imprisonment of innocent women unwilling
to prostitute themselves. Thus the ﬁrst part of the white slavery narrative is a
genesis story, a story of becoming that explained how women entered prostitution.
The most melodramatic and racially loaded part of the tale, it is the one on which
most modern scholars have focused.≥∫ The second, just-as-important section of
the white slavery narrative, the story of being, addressed the key question of why
women remained prostitutes.
In the often-overlooked subjugation story, white slavery turned into a form of
debt peonage.≥Ω Here reformers explained why prostitutes—apparently free from
physical restraint and notoriously resistant to ‘‘rescue’’—were innocent victims
without agency.∂≠ In this section, white slavery writers answered their critics by
pointing to the economic inequities of prostitution. In particular, anti-vice reformers argued that the white slave’s ﬁnancial plight kept her ‘‘in the life’’ during
the critical transition from innocent dupe to unresisting prostitute.∂∞ Beginning
with the ‘‘seasoning,’’ or breaking-in period, the subjugation story started where
the genesis story left off, with the white slave’s sexual initiation.∂≤ For example,
Clifford G. Roe, in his novelistic exposé Panders and Their White Slaves, related
how Harry Balding, ‘‘a well-known agent of houses of ill repute,’’ and an anonymous madam forced Mona M. into prostitution. Balding ﬁrst wined and dined
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and then drugged and raped Mona. The following day he sold her to the madam
for $50. This transaction marked Mona’s ofﬁcial incorporation into the vice district. Mona’s madam, anticipating her new recruit’s resistance, forestalled Mona’s
escape by informing her that she owed the madam $100 for her new ‘‘parlor
clothes’’ and $50 for Balding’s ﬁnder’s fee. Ignorant of the law, Mona, Stella,
Adelaide, and countless other honorable young women fearing prosecution because of the money they supposedly owed futilely sought to repay their madams
through prostitution.∂≥ Unfortunately, as a federal immigration commission reported in 1909, by the time the novice prostitute had ‘‘learned, through suffering,
to become resourceful,’’ the once-innocent victim had ‘‘become so nervously
weakened, so morally degraded, that she can not look to any better life, and
apparently even loses desire for any change.’’∂∂ In the Progressive-era white slavery
narratives, money, not manacles, chained women to prostitution.
To reinforce the peonage analogy, white slavery writers correlated prostitutes’
perpetual indebtedness to the madam with contract workers’ indebtedness to the
company store.∂∑ Both anti-vice reformers and labor activists consistently emphasized three egregious aspects of worker indebtedness that madams and managers
institutionalized through their control of employees’ accounts and consumer
goods.∂∏ First, in the red-light district and in the company town, workers bought
necessities directly from their employer or an allied subsidiary. In the red-light
district, that meant purchasing goods from the madam or buying them from a
district salesman making house calls, both of whom belonged to what Chicago
native Robert Harland called the ‘‘Kimono Trust.’’∂π Secondly, critics of both the
district and the company town emphasized the signiﬁcant overpricing of goods:
between 10 and 20 percent in company towns and, with typical exaggeration,
between 100 and 200 percent in red-light districts.∂∫ Finally, reformers contended
that because the madam rarely paid prostitutes in cash, she forced them into debt.
In the company towns, workers sometimes had the intermediary of scrip, but
prostitutes never even saw this money substitute. Instead, they saw, and then only
infrequently, the madam’s account book, listing debits and credits, with the larger
totals in the debit column.∂Ω Both the industrial relations writers and the white
slavery activists believed that continual underpayment relative to proﬁts earned,
deliberate encouragement of debt, and persistent overcharging for necessities
made workers—whether miners, lumberjacks, or prostitutes—vulnerable to corporate control.
By emphasizing economic relationships over individual agency, Progressives
exonerated prostitutes by shifting the blame for urban vice from prostitutes to the
proﬁteers who exploited them.∑≠ Using economic practices within the brothel to

the vice trust

77

epitomize the problems that the red-light districts nurtured, white slavery writers
offered a critique, delivered in commercial terms, that underscored the systemic
corruption supporting urban prostitution.∑∞ By making social change a higher
priority than individual redemption, Progressive-era reformers largely repudiated
what New York reformer Frederick Whitin called ‘‘old fashioned emotional rescue work.’’∑≤ Neither anti-vice reformers nor white slavery activists particularly
wanted to save the white slave. Rather, they wanted to smash the white slave
trafﬁc; or, in its less melodramatic formulation, they wanted to decommercialize
vice by closing tolerated red-light districts.

red-light districts as marketplaces
For reformers all along the rhetorical spectrum, red-light districts represented the
strongholds of organized vice. Also known as restricted or segregated districts,
these areas of municipally tolerated prostitution epitomized the commercialization of sex at its worst.∑≥ The Progressives’ economic indictment of urban vice was
not, however, an indictment of consumption. When white slavery writers depicted red-light districts as marketplaces, they described the economic apparatus
that district proprietors constructed to exploit prostitutes; but beyond the requisite
call for a single sexual standard, these writers quickly exonerated the customer,
accusing instead the unscrupulous businessmen who systematized women’s degradation for proﬁt.∑∂ By emphasizing commercialization over commodiﬁcation,
and focusing on proﬁteers instead of patrons, white slavery writers dismissed the
consumer’s crucial place in the districts’ economy. Condemning district businessmen maintained the conceptual continuity of the writers’ commercial critique,
but it also permitted a political sleight-of-hand. Anti-vice reformers used the economic interpretation of urban vice to legitimate their anti-machine agenda, implicate their political opponents, and obscure the role that the mugwumps had
played in the creation of red-light districts. After the onset of the white slavery
scare, Progressive-era anti-vice reformers would repudiate their predecessors’
efforts to segregate vice into specially designated districts, but creating sanctioned
tenderloins had been a high priority on anti-machine agendas in the 1890s.
By the 1910s, consolidated prostitution had clearly helped, not hindered, the
urban machine. Despite the best intentions of Gilded-Age localizers, ‘‘segregation
did not segregate.’’∑∑ Venal politicians and corrupt policemen quickly embraced
the municipal toleration of vice. Continuing to demand a percentage from
madams within the new districts, grafting ofﬁcials also increased the protection
fees for brothels operating outside of the districts’ limits.∑∏ In addition to bankroll-
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ing ring politicians, the districts also strengthened the machine’s core constituency. Wards with vice districts consistently elected important tenderloin businessmen, usually leading saloonkeepers, guaranteeing the machine at least one
seat on the city council.∑π In return, ring politicians rewarded district ﬂunkies
with patronage positions, even as district proprietors listed ward heelers on their
employment roles.∑∫ This mutuality extended further. As Progressive historian
Charles Beard explained, machine-run municipal monopolies, especially streetcar franchises and gas-and-electric companies, favored wide-open cities, because
district denizens and patrons used these services late into the night.∑Ω Segregation
clearly failed as an anti-machine endeavor, but the unexpected alliance between
the red-light districts and the utilities meant that localization also failed to lessen
the visibility of urban vice.∏≠
Following the logic of Progressive-era anti-monopolism, segregated districts
were the marketplaces of commercialized vice; however, the focus on the production of prostitution, not its consumption, gave this metaphor a twist particular to
the period.∏∞ Working from the premise that the red-light districts across the
country needed 60,000 new prostitutes a year, white slavery writers argued that
‘‘commercializers’’ had turned the districts into ‘‘clearinghouses’’ where they
bought and sold women in order to ﬁll the brothels and keep the districts functioning.∏≤ Pushing the marketplace metaphor further, Progressive-era polemicists
compared the trade in women to the sale of cattle, the red-light districts to stockyards, and commercialized prostitution to modern disassembly lines where ‘‘not
one shred of ﬂesh is wasted.’’∏≥ The markets that anti-vice reformers described
were, therefore, what economists would later call intermediate-product markets,
not ﬁnal-product markets.∏∂ This comparison made the closure of the red-light
districts seem particularly urgent. Extrapolating from the economic models implicit in their anti-trust imagery, anti-vice reformers used the evolution of other
industries to forecast a dire increase in urban immorality unless they could intervene and halt the development of commercialized vice.∏∑ Fortunately, the marketplace metaphor also came with a solution: if reformers could close the district
markets, they could eliminate a crucial step in prostitution’s production and
wreck the commercial infrastructure of tolerated vice.∏∏ Strategic vulnerability
did not, however, provide the only economic argument for eliminating red-light
districts.
When rallying sentiment against the vice districts, Progressive reformers invariably portrayed the districts as harming the urban economy.∏π Applying antimonopolism’s distinctly pre-Keynesian economic models to prostitution, anti-vice
reformers saw the districts’ economy as mirroring the linear structure of corporate

‘‘Have You a Girl to Spare?’’ Reformers often compared the vice district to a factory that
consumes women. Clifford G. Roe, The Great War on White Slavery: Or, Fighting for the
Protection of Our Girls (n.p., 1911), plate following p. 48.
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combines. Here the reformers’ focus on intermediate-product markets instead of
ﬁnal-product markets is particularly important. Where a ﬁnal-product market
implies a circular cash ﬂow between consumers and producers that has a positive
impact on the economy—the Keynesian multiplier effect—the Progressive-era
emphasis on vertical integration meant that white slavery writers envisioned
money traveling up the corporate hierarchy and out of the community.∏∫ As
Charles Beard observed in 1912, ‘‘monopoly proﬁts [go] to private pockets.’’∏Ω By
privileging production over consumption, urban reformers saw the cash that consumers spent in the districts as money the Vice Trust took out of circulation.π≠
District supporters tried to answer this criticism by arguing that red-light districts
attracted tourists, provided a signiﬁcant number of jobs, and strengthened the
city’s economy, but these arguments held little appeal for elite Progressives.π∞
Urban reformers knew the economic strength of the vice districts, but they did not
see either the money spent or the jobs ﬁlled as contributing to society.π≤ Anti-vice
reformers embraced a program in which they intentionally strove to dismantle
prostitution’s commercial infrastructure and put as many ‘‘leeches and blood
suckers’’ out of work as possible.π≥ To do that, anti-vice reformers not only needed
to shut down the red-light districts, they also needed to unmask and eliminate the
commercializers proﬁting from urban vice: the Vice Trust.

the vice trust
The concept of the Vice Trust developed out of the Progressives’ condemnation of
the red-light district’s productive infrastructure. Anti-vice reformers argued that
just as corporate executives were reorganizing the structure of their companies, so
to were the magnates of the vice district rationalizing the district’s economy and
integrating the district’s diverse denizens into an increasingly streamlined, and
corporate, hierarchy.π∂ As Ellen Henrotin, a member of the Chicago Vice Commission, observed, ‘‘the modern tendency towards centralization has not passed
by so promising a ﬁeld for exploitation.’’π∑ White slavery writers attributed the
changing economic structure of urban vice to the enterprising men who had
reputedly taken over the business of vice after politicians created segregated redlight districts in the 1890s.π∏ In an unusual distortion of the tenets of social housekeeping, anti-vice reformers lamented women’s loss of control in the vice business
as a moral and economic disaster because men, in their efforts to maximize proﬁt,
callously applied the lessons of corporate capitalism to urban prostitution.ππ As
white slavery writers frequently concluded, prostitution was a business run by men
for men.π∫
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The members of the Vice Trust included anyone who enabled prostitution’s
commercial production, from the pimp in the corner saloon complaining about
the size of his cut to the shadowy ‘‘higher-ups,’’ of whom only the most notorious,
such as Max Hochstim, were known to the public.πΩ The relative anonymity of the
higher-ups made the Vice Trust metaphor particularly menacing because, like
corporate stockholders, these higher-ups maintained a veneer of respectability
even as they proﬁted from the corrupt practices of the Trust.∫≠ Urban reformers
confronted ‘‘the vested interests of the [disorderly house] keepers, the real-estate
owners, the liquor interests, and their lawyers and doctors,’’ but among all these
antagonists, anti-vice reformers found the duplicity of seemingly respectable landowners and real estate agents particularly reprehensible.∫∞ To the Progressives, the
‘‘quiet combines of greed’’ represented the extent to which tolerated vice had
corrupted society.∫≤
Reformers were not alone in their corporate characterization of urban vice or
in their disgust for the hypocritical rich. In silent movies such as Trafﬁc in Souls,
Inside the White Slave Trafﬁc, and Smashing the Vice Trust, ﬁlmmakers emphasized the menace and the melodrama of the era’s commercial critique.∫≥ In 1913,
director George Loane Tucker devoted most of the ﬁrst act of Trafﬁc in Souls to
following the ﬂow of cash up the corporate ladder of the white slave trade. The
money trail started with a morning accounting in a brothel. After receiving a
percentage of the night’s take, the brothel’s representative, a cadet, went to the
ofﬁces of ‘‘A. E. Jones Investments.’’ ‘‘Mr. Jones’’ acted as a ‘‘go-between,’’ a man
who collected money from the city’s pimps and madams and directed the procurement of women. For all his managerial responsibilities, however, the go-between
was only an intermediary. In a visual reinforcement of Mr. Jones’s subordination
and the Vice Trust’s vertical integration, the go-between’s ofﬁces were directly
below those of the higher-up: William Trubus, the hypocritical head of the ‘‘International Purity and Reform League,’’ an organization dedicated to the eradication
of the white slave trafﬁc.∫∂ Tucker’s representation of the Vice Trust reinforced the
economic critique of the period, even as the character of Trubus challenged the
authority of elite reformers.∫∑
As the use of business metaphors in the ﬁlm Trafﬁc in Souls suggests, the Vice
Trust was a difﬁcult image for reformers to deploy because they could not contain
the subversive populism inherent in the anti-trust rhetoric’s systemic critique.
Indeed, at the urging of the Committee of Fourteen, the National Board of
Censors tried to have Trubus’s association with reformers cut from Trafﬁc in Souls,
but Universal released the movie intact.∫∏ Concurrently, madams and saloon
proprietors used the comparison between corrupt corporations and anti-vice asso-
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The ‘‘allied interests’’ of the Vice Trust, clipping, 1917. The captions reads, ‘‘A Few of
Those Who Are Getting Uneasy. The announcement that a committee of twenty is to
investigate vice conditions in Utica has created something of a furore in the nether world.
Let us hope that the probe goes deep enough to reach the proﬁteers rather that the mere
tools and victims.’’ Utica Sunday Globe, 15 Dec. 1917, Committee of Fourteen Collection,
New York Public Library.

ciations to condemn the unpopular and seemingly arbitrary enforcement of antivice laws. When the Committee of Fourteen cooperated with the New York
Brewers Association in an attempt to eradicate prostitution from saloons, saloonkeepers accused the Committee of Fourteen of complicity with the business
interests.∫π That Rockefeller money backed the Committee of Fourteen only
further reinforced the saloonkeepers’ antipathy, their perception of persecution,
and their certitude of the Committee’s corruption.∫∫ Vice-district denizens effectively reinscribed the white slavery scare’s anti-monopolism back onto the ‘‘industrial princes’’ who tried to engineer working-class lives through moral reform.
Thus, even though the corporate comparison was integral to Progressive reformers’ economic interpretation of urban prostitution, anti-vice reform’s elite
supporters were never as comfortable with the more overt anti-trust analogies as
they were with the less-volatile constructions of debt peonage and vice districting.
The Vice Trust metaphor was more unstable, both conceptually and politically,
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than either the analogy between prostitution and debt peonage or the comparison
of red-light districts to marketplaces. ‘‘Vice Trust’’ was an epithet that a wide variety
of people could use to condemn multiple, diverse, and even mutually opposing
individuals and organizations. Nevertheless, the way that reformers, muckrakers,
ﬁlmmakers, and even district denizens employed this metaphor provides insight
into how people evaluated economic interaction during the Progressive era. Despite insurmountable differences between independent owners and anti-vice reformers, both groups shared a common antipathy toward ‘‘organized vice.’’ Smalltime saloonkeepers and madams wanted to compete in a market where bigness did
not grant special privileges to prominent proprietors.∫Ω Anti-vice reformers also
wished to disband the Vice Trust, but they wanted to hinder growth, not facilitate
competition. What the independent proprietors saw as an opportunity, white
slavery writers perceived as disorganized, ineffective, and unproﬁtable.Ω≠ Yet the
fact that small proprietors and elite reformers could, for very different reasons,
agree that bigness was bad shows the ﬂexibility of the commercial critique, even as
it highlights its analytical bluntness. Nevertheless, the adaptability of the interconnected Vice Trust metaphors worked to the anti-vice movement’s advantage. The
breadth of the underlying commercial critique meant that a range of reformers
could employ a variety of rhetorical styles and yet stay within the parameters of their
shared economic discourse. By having a series of broadly construed metaphors to
portray urban vice, different factions within the anti-vice movement could choose
which aspects of the critique they would emphasize, and with what rhetorical
mode, but in making those choices, these reformers did not necessarily alienate
other anti-vice reformers. For as long as the red-light districts ran wide open, and
the Vice Trust metaphors approximately described commercialized prostitution,
Progressive reformers with stylistic and strategic differences could share a conceptual framework, build alliances, and establish a common legislative agenda.

trust busting
The Vice Trust metaphors were more than just a brief discursive curiosity that
marked the white slavery scare as particularly Progressive. Unlike the mugwumps,
Progressives did not limit their legal strategies to the more strenuous enforcement
of existing laws. They also campaigned actively for new laws that, in turn, carried
the distinctive imprimatur of their economic understanding of urban vice. Politicians, lawyers, and judges integrated the commercial critique into the American
legal system when they created juridical analogies that recast anti-vice regulation
to ﬁt their anti-trust interpretation of urban vice.Ω∞ Progressive reformers took the
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forms and forums of corporate law—notably the commerce clause, labor laws, and
the courts of equity—and used them to rewrite older anti-prostitution statutes in
innovative ways. Through legislation and case precedent, these hybrid statutes
became the legal basis for anti-vice enforcement in the twentieth century.Ω≤
During the Progressive era, anti-vice reformers lobbied for two types of laws:
white slave trafﬁc acts and, later, red-light abatement laws. From 1907 into 1913, in
the early years of the white slavery scare when it was at the height of its melodramatic hyperbole, three Chicago lawyers, Edwin W. Sims, Clifford G. Roe, and
James R. Mann, led the ﬁght for a series of white slave trafﬁc acts, also known as
pandering laws, on the federal and local levels.Ω≥ Reformers intended for these
white slave trafﬁc acts, of which the 1910 Mann Act was the exemplar, to disrupt
the movement of women into red-light districts, thus halting prostitution’s production. When, contrary to expectations, the Mann Act did not cripple commercialized prostitution, and local state’s attorneys only ended up prosecuting lowlevel pimps and madams, anti-vice reformers shifted their emphasis from people
to places.Ω∂ Starting in 1912, the members of the American Vigilance Association
and its successor, the American Social Hygiene Association, oversaw a national
campaign for the state-by-state enactment of red-light abatement laws.Ω∑ Through
injunction and abatement, anti-vice reformers hoped to harm the higher-ups that
eluded them under the pandering laws: the owners of property in the red-light
districts. Reformers reasoned that if they could not stop the ﬂow of women into the
vice districts with the Mann Act, then perhaps they could close down the district
marketplaces with red-light abatement laws.Ω∏ To that end, Bascom Johnson,
George Kneeland, and other members of the American Social Hygiene Association’s staff helped local reformers establish municipal vice commissions to rally
state support for the acts.Ωπ Although the vice commission reports did not have the
ﬂash of the white slavery narratives, and injunction and abatement acts turned on
arcane points of law, Progressive reformers successfully shifted their legislative
strategy from pandering laws to red-light abatement acts without losing momentum or abandoning the commercial language of their critique.
Congress passed the Mann Act at the point when the white slavery scare
approached its emotional acme. Although the Mann Act may now seem ludicrous
and convoluted, members of Congress supported the White Slave Trafﬁc Act
because they shared with their contemporaries an economic interpretation of
urban vice—the contextual key to understanding the statute’s construction.Ω∫ The
purpose of the 1910 Mann Act was ‘‘to further regulate interstate and foreign
commerce by prohibiting the transportation therein for immoral purposes of
women and girls.’’ As such, the Mann Act embodied the widespread belief that an
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organized interstate trafﬁc in women existed. Even more speciﬁcally, legislators
assumed that the business practices of this trafﬁc resembled those of a multistate
trust.ΩΩ Chicago Congressman James R. Mann, who also wrote the Pure Food and
Drug Act and the Mann-Elkins Act that signiﬁcantly broadened the powers of the
Interstate Commerce Commission, purposely chose to frame the White Slave
Trafﬁc Act using the commerce clause. He reasoned that commercialized vice,
like other corporate combinations, was an organized and interconnected business
that was national in scope and exceeded the jurisdiction of local police powers.∞≠≠
Some anti-vice reformers, caught up by the sensational sweep of the more simplistic narratives, thought that the Mann Act, reinforced by local law enforcement,
would prove a panacea for curtailing urban prostitution, but they were soon
disappointed.∞≠∞ By 1917, the small size of the Justice Department’s enforcement
apparatus, and the Supreme Court’s reorientation of the statute toward noncommercial sex, convinced anti-vice reformers that the Mann Act was an important
statute, but not the regulatory revolution for which its proponents had hoped.∞≠≤
Ironically, the local white slave trafﬁc acts, which were only supposed to supplement the Mann Act, proved more effective tools for ﬁghting commercialized
vice.∞≠≥ Unlike Congress’s construction of the Mann Act, which rested on the
commerce clause, state legislators modeled local white slave trafﬁc acts on contract labor laws.∞≠∂ In part a way around the conﬂict between state and federal
jurisdictions, this emulation of contract labor laws allowed politicians and policemen to target prostitution’s proﬁteers more effectively than either the Mann Act or
the older disorderly house laws.∞≠∑ Where the Mann Act was limited to the procurers who transported prostitutes, and disorderly house laws generally only applied to the ‘‘keepers,’’ by deﬁning pandering as proﬁting from the earnings of a
prostitute, state legislators expanded the number of potential offenders to include
not only procurers and madams, but the pimps in collusion with them.∞≠∏ In
keeping with reformers’ antipathy toward proﬁteers, both the pandering laws and
the contract labor laws implicated the agents arranging and enforcing illegal
employment, even as they exonerated the prostitutes and immigrants enticed into
service.∞≠π Still, despite the juridical strength of the comparison between pimps
and padrones, pandering laws did not eliminate commercialized prostitution. Just
as contract labor laws did not alter the productive structure of big business, white
slave trafﬁc acts never challenged the economic base of the vice districts.∞≠∫ To
achieve that end, anti-vice reformers turned to the red-light abatement acts with
increasing frequency after 1912.∞≠Ω
Legislators designed the red-light abatement acts to crush the vested interests
of the Vice Trust.∞∞≠ Like pandering laws, red-light abatement laws were a new,
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economic iteration of older criminal laws. With them, anti-vice reformers sought
to recast the keeping of disorderly houses as a civil offense.∞∞∞ During the early
1910s, white slavery writers argued that the ﬁnes judges imposed on brothelkeepers served as a virtual licensing system.∞∞≤ Since police raids did not permanently close the houses, and madams apparently budgeted for ﬁnes in much the
same way that legal businesses anticipated quarterly tax payments, urban Progressives contended that criminal law alone could not eradicate the business of vice.
Moreover, anti-vice reformers maintained that because the revenue from police
raids formed an integral part of municipal budgets, criminal proceedings perpetuated the system of tolerated vice.∞∞≥ To redress the limitations of criminal law, antivice reformers argued that the civil courts of equity were the appropriate arena
for squashing commercialized vice.∞∞∂ Under equity, anti-vice reformers could
make the partnerships behind brothels—landlords, management companies, sublessors, and furniture owners—more culpable for the persistent illicit use of their
property than the madams who merely managed the houses.∞∞∑ Reformers’ economic analogies worked. In case after case, anti-vice reformers successfully shifted
disorderly house litigation from the criminal courts to the civil courts of equity.∞∞∏
Red-light abatement laws included several procedural advantages. The primary advantage of equity adjudication was that lawyers started civil proceedings to
stop the misuse of property in the future, not just punish criminal acts in the
past.∞∞π In practice, this distinction meant that prosecutors did not need to prove to
the judge whether property owners knew how their tenants had used their property.∞∞∫ Indeed, landlords needed to show their good faith to the court by immediately evicting their tenants and ﬁling a substantial monetary bond to guarantee
their good behavior.∞∞Ω If the owners and their agents did not respond quickly
enough to the initial injunction, the state would oust the current tenants, auction
off the furniture and ﬁxtures, padlock the property for up to a year, and permanently prohibit its use as a brothel or saloon.∞≤≠ To prevent corrupt politicians from
obviating the red-light abatement laws, state legislators empowered private citizens, as well as public servants, to start injunction and abatement proceedings.∞≤∞
These legal threats were potent. Since they were civil proceedings, judges, not
juries, heard red-light abatement cases, thus circumventing the ‘‘whims’’ of popular opinion.∞≤≤ As an action in equity, injunction and abatement required that the
‘‘vested interests’’ change their practices or forfeit their property.∞≤≥ The beauty of
these laws, as Bascom Johnson, the head of the American Social Hygiene Association’s legal department, observed, was that they turned former enemies into formidable allies.∞≤∂
Even more importantly, the red-light abatement acts united anti-vice re-
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formers across the country. Progressive reformers believed that through the injunction and abatement laws they could fulﬁll two of their most important goals:
to destroy the segregation of vice and prevent its ‘‘scatteration’’ into the rest of the
city.∞≤∑ Unlike the Mann Act, red-light abatement worked extremely well. By
making landlords, real estate agents, furniture companies, and breweries responsible for the use of their property, anti-vice reformers cut into the proﬁts of prostitution and pushed old-fashioned parlor houses into near extinction.∞≤∏ By 1917,
urban reformers had closed the segregated districts in over eighty cities, including
the entrenched tenderloins in Buffalo, New York, Omaha, Nebraska, Duluth,
Minnesota, and Portland, Oregon.∞≤π With vigilance, urban reformers believed
that they could solve scatteration. When madams tried to dodge a district’s closure
and relocate to other sections of the city, anti-vice reformers pursued the landlords
in those parts of town.∞≤∫ The empowerment of ordinary citizens, combined with
the absence of a jury trial, meant that through the red-light abatement laws,
Progressives sidestepped government ofﬁcials, overrode popular toleration of prostitution, and effectively challenged the tacit localization of red-light districts.
The white slavery scare changed the way Americans prosecuted urban vice.
When the Progressives shifted responsibility for commercialized prostitution from
the prostitute to the proﬁteers who exploited her, the Progressives not only reassigned culpability rhetorically, they also redeﬁned responsibility juridically. To
punish pimps and the ‘‘partners’’ proﬁting from prostitution, anti-vice reformers
used their economic interpretation of urban vice to rewrite the law in innovative
ways. Through the commerce clause, labor laws, and the courts of equity, Progressive reformers implicated the previously unindicted and effectively extended the
range of anti-vice enforcement. Both the Mann Act and the red-light abatement
laws established important case precedents that allowed legislators to redeﬁne the
acceptable limits of government intervention. With red-light abatement laws,
Progressive reformers introduced the legislative precursor to the property forfeitures of today’s war on drugs, while the enforcement apparatus that the Justice
Department created following the passage of the Mann Act established the institutional base for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.∞≤Ω The Vice Trust metaphors
were overdetermined, and the white slavery narratives were often hyperbolic, but
the legal legacy of the Progressives’ economic critique of commercialized vice
changed criminal justice in the United States.

ji
In retrospect, the images of the Vice Trust, the red-light district as company town,
and white slavery are overblown. Even during the Progressive era, many observers
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debated the merit of the analogies drawn. White slavery activists, however, used
these interlinking metaphors for a particular purpose: the decommercialization of
vice. Progressive-era reformers sought to curtail the business of vice for precisely
the same reason that they sought to regulate other businesses; they believed that the
search for proﬁt drove businesses to incite people’s inherent tendency to excess.
Understanding that the purpose of the anti-vice movement was to destroy the
business of vice explains an apparent contradiction between reformers’ words and
their actions. The Progressives pursued a program that, despite their rhetorical
concern for victimized women, materially worsened the lives of prostitutes.∞≥≠ By
this measure, the anti-vice reformers’ efforts indisputably failed. If reformers intended to destroy the economy of the red-light districts, and not improve prostitutes’ circumstances, then a different conclusion emerges. The Progressive-era
movement was often coercive, and its legislative agenda constitutionally questionable, but by 1918, urban prostitution was less commercial, more furtive, and less
lucrative than it had been at the beginning of the century. Anti-vice reformers did
not eradicate prostitution, and they did not emancipate women, but by closing the
tolerated vice districts, Progressive reformers thoroughly restructured urban sociability and successfully reduced the volume and visibility of organized prostitution.

chapter five

The War on Vice,
1910–1919

The economic critique of commercialized vice gave the Progressive era movement its intellectual coherence. It also set its programmatic agenda: closing
down the segregated red-light districts found in most cities across the country. To
achieve this goal, reformers worked nationally to build an anti-district consensus,
but in the seven years before the United States entered the First World War, the
most difﬁcult battles for anti-vice reformers occurred in the city-by-city ﬁght to
close and keep closed the once-tolerated tenderloins. Through municipal vice
commissions, Progressive reformers exposed the unalloyed greed of those who
lived off of the ill-gotten proceeds of commercialized vice. At the same time,
reformers used the commissions’ reports to debunk the argument that urban order
required red-light districts. A powerful weapon on the local level, vice commissions also served a purpose nationally. The ﬁndings of each commission received
press coverage across the country. Through this publicity, what happened in one
locality affected the reform movement in other places. Urban leaders in successive cities closed their districts to show their solidarity with the national quest for
morally clean municipalities, but they also embraced anti-vice reform as an integral element in the competition between municipalities to prove their city’s civic
superiority.
The sporting world resisted the clamp-down on disreputable leisure, but as
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public opinion turned against vice districts, the sporting class adapted to the
increasingly stringent regulations governing urban entertainment. By ﬁrst targeting brothels, anti-vice reformers effectively used red-light abatement laws to eliminate the tenderloin’s main draw. A concurrent crackdown on open solicitation in
other district venues created further difﬁculties for a city’s sports. Closing the
districts fundamentally altered the market structure of urban vice, making it both
less proﬁtable for insiders and less accessible to outsiders seeking a good time.
On the eve of the United States’ entry into World War I, anti-vice reformers
could point to signiﬁcant gains. Over eighty cities had abolished their tenderloins,
but local initiatives had reached their limit. Persuasion only went so far, and
without federal authority, anti-vice reformers struggled to convince those municipalities supporting the sporting world that red-light districts hurt their cities rather
than helped them. Martial rhetoric sounded superb when mobilizing a movement, but it took an actual war to eradicate tolerated vice districts from America’s
cities.

mobilizing a movement
Since the 1890s, urban reformers across the nation kept apprised of the happenings in other cities through private correspondence, memberships in organizations such as the National Municipal League, and subscriptions to Charities and
Commons, renamed the Survey in 1909. After the formation of the American
Vigilance Association in 1911, anti-vice reformers used their own national organization to track the ﬁght against red-light districts and advise other Progressives on
how to join in the battle. Despite this development, anti-vice reform remained a
local issue. When reformers wished to show their commitment to the ﬁght against
red-light districts, they organized municipal vice commissions to investigate their
city’s immoral entertainment. Although urban Progressives participated actively
in the national movement to eliminate commercial vice, they did so through local
campaigns.
The Chicago Vice Commission galvanized the national movement for antivice reform. Mayor Fred Busse’s creation of the commission in 1910 was a canny
move. When accused of tolerating vice, the mayor neither denied the charges nor
ordered diversionary raids; instead, he forced the reformers themselves to investigate the problem. Led by Walter T. Sumner, dean of the Episcopal Cathedral of
Saints Peter and Paul, thirty prominent Chicago citizens proceeded to examine
the situation in the full view, not just of the city, but of the whole country. Graham
Taylor, a sociology professor at the University of Chicago, organizer of the Chi-
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cago Commons Settlement House, member of the vice commission, and contributing editor to the Survey, used his ties to the journal to publicize the commission’s ﬁndings and the political response to them.∞ Thus primed, the national
reform community awaited the publication of the Chicago Vice Commission’s
report with great anticipation.
Upon its release, the report, The Social Evil in Chicago, garnered immediate
coverage in newspapers across the country, and its initial print run of 25,000
copies soon sold out.≤ J. Frank Chase, the secretary of the New England Watch
and Ward Society, proclaimed it a ‘‘national monument,’’ while Walter Lippmann
condemned The Social Evil in Chicago as ‘‘well meaning but unmeaning.’’≥ In
contrast, Maude Miner, the guiding force behind the New York Probation Association, commented most presciently. She predicted that ‘‘one of the greatest
results that can follow from the study into conditions in Chicago will be that this
investigation and report will point the way to other similar investigations.’’∂ The
report itself presented the facts baldly, using excerpts from the investigators’ accounts. With code numbers assigned to the names of people and places, the report
achieved a gloss of academic legitimacy that the more passionate white slavery
exposés lacked. As with other Progressive initiatives, the social sciences beneﬁted
the anti-vice movement, a fact that did not escape reformers in other cities.∑ In
both its style and content, the Chicago Vice Commission report marked a turning
point in the war on vice. For years to come, anti-vice reformers would confess that
they once supported reputational segregation, but after they read The Social Evil
in Chicago they converted to the belief that only the annihilation of red-light
districts and the persistent repression of vice’s commercial manifestations would
sufﬁce.∏
The resulting fervor drove the members of scattered anti-vice committees and
sex hygiene associations to create a single, national organization. In 1911, the
National Vigilance Committee joined forces with the American Purity Alliance to
create the American Vigilance Association. Based in Chicago, the Association
included veterans of the Chicago Vice Commission, notably Walter Sumner, and
stalwarts in the crusade against white slavery, such as Clifford Roe and physician
O. Edward Janney of Baltimore.π The AVA pledged to coordinate the national
effort to eliminate red-light districts, encourage the passage of uniform state laws
to ﬁght the problem, and publish propaganda in support of a single sexual standard.∫ Even after the American Vigilance Association merged with the American
Federation of Sex Hygiene in 1914 and moved its headquarters from Chicago to
New York, the new American Social Hygiene Association continued to give antivice investigations, legislation, and law enforcement higher priority than medical
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issues like venereal diseases.Ω Although ASHA subsequently shifted its attention to
ensuring the country’s venereal health, at its inception, ASHA fought for the
suppression of commercial vice.
The American Social Hygiene Association created a sense of community and
shared purpose for its members. ASHA kept its readers current on the news from
cities across the country in a monthly bulletin that came free with membership,
while its quarterly journal, Social Hygiene, provided more in-depth articles. These
publications distributed information about best practices, a service that the Association supplemented with pamphlets that members could buy to distribute locally.∞≠ ASHA also provided more direct and tangible aid. For example, Bascom
Johnson, head of the legal department, tracked the most effective dance-hall
regulations, nameplate ordinances, and red-light abatement acts. Before lobbying
their respective state legislatures, local reformers consulted Johnson’s legal department for advice on how to write the law in order to withstand the legal challenges
sure to follow.∞∞ ASHA’s ofﬁcers ensured that the lessons learned in one locality
beneﬁted anti-vice reformers everywhere, thus building a foundation for the rising
national consensus against tolerated vice.
Despite ASHA’s signiﬁcance, the municipal vice commission always stood as
the symbolic centerpiece of the prewar movement. Convening a commission
signaled a city’s commitment to anti-vice reform. Between 1910 and 1917, twentyeight cities and four states conducted investigations into vice in their localities.∞≤
‘‘As soon as a town or city desires to join the campaign against commercialized
vice, the American Vigilance Association will be prepared to assist it,’’ Clifford
Roe announced shortly after the AVA’s formation. ‘‘The association recommends
ﬁrst, a careful survey and study of vice conditions similar to that made by the Vice
Commission of Chicago; then, based upon a convincing and reliable report, a
campaign to arouse the public conscience to its moral and civic duty.’’∞≥ In city
after city, anti-vice reformers followed this template for action. They formed a
commission, sponsored an investigation, wrote up a report, and proposed a set of
key laws to the city council and state legislature.∞∂ Predictably, the reports shared a
similar style and drew comparable conclusions.
This isomorphism did not, however, result merely from reformers embracing
an idea whose time had come, but also because of ASHA’s active role in supporting municipal vice commissions.∞∑ For a fee, city leaders could hire ASHA’s
investigative team. Led by George Kneeland, the man who spearheaded the
investigations in Chicago and New York, ASHA detectives provided both credibility and competency to the commissions for which they worked.∞∏ Before the
First World War, Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Syracuse, New York, and eleven other
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cities took advantage of ASHA’s investigative department to further their local
movement to suppress commercialized vice.∞π Indeed, the Association provided a
$500 subsidy to the Lexington, Kentucky, Vice Commission to help cover the cost
of its investigation.∞∫ Thus, even though ASHA provided an invaluable service in
coordinating the assault against red-light districts and ensuring consistency in the
recommendations of different vice commissions, anti-vice reform continued to
operate as a locally driven, city-centered movement.
The anti-district consensus did not occur without some coercion. Over the
summer of 1912, while the Atlanta Vice Commission conducted its inquiry, the
Atlanta Constitution published anti-vice bulletins by the Men and Religion Forward Movement in order to inﬂuence the Commission’s conclusions.∞Ω Reformers’ agitation grew urgent in September, when word reached the Atlanta
newspapers that the vice commissioners intended to endorse strict reputational
segregation when they submitted their report to the mayor in early October.≤≠ Two
weeks before the report’s submission, after consultation with the city’s ministers
and the leaders of the Men and Religion Forward Movement, Chief of Police
James Beavers made a preemptive strike. On 24 September 1912, he ordered all
‘‘houses of ill-repute’’ to close within ﬁve days.≤∞ The next few weeks produced a
frenzy of activity as the police raided open resorts, reformers tried to rescue the
women within them, and the city ofﬁcials who supported segregation protested
the police chief ’s unilateral action.≤≤ The vice commissioners, however, succumbed to community pressure. On the last two pages of their report, they recommended ‘‘a policy of repression’’ and commended Beavers. ‘‘Whatever differences
of opinion might have previously existed as to the best method of handling this
most difﬁcult of all municipal problems, it is the duty of all good citizens . . . to
sustain the police authorities to break up vice and crime in this city.’’≤≥ Atlanta’s
anti-vice reformers, with the police chief ’s backing, won the battle against the
district’s supporters. Just as importantly, Beavers’s actions enabled anti-vice activists in cities across the nation to claim that all the country’s vice commissions
unanimously condemned red-light districts.≤∂
For all its symbolic importance, a vice commission, and the publication of its
report, rarely signaled the end of a city’s ﬁght against commercialized vice. Not
every municipal government acted on the recommendations set forth. Nor did the
problems cease when a city closed its vice district. Indeed, the vice commissions
in Minneapolis, Minnesota and Hartford, Connecticut, convened after their respective cities had already eliminated their vice districts.≤∑ Following up on a
tenderloin’s closure required the cooperation of the police and the municipal
courts, an uncertain prospect at best during the Progressive era.≤∏ In Atlanta,

‘‘Development of Eight Outstanding Social Hygiene Laws.’’ The chart shows the growth of the anti-vice movement as
measured by the passage of legislation. Joseph Mayer, The Regulation of Commercialized Vice: An Analysis of the
Transition from Segregation to Repression in the United States (New York: Klebold Press, 1922), 8.
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Chief Beavers lost his job as a result of his anti-vice enforcement, having alienated
too many members of the city’s machine.≤π Even when a municipality succeeded
in closing its district, no guarantees existed that the next administration would
honor the policies of its predecessor. Moreover, maintaining gains required following through on the tedious work of overseeing the new status quo. In 1915, a
year after the publication of the Syracuse Moral Survey Commission’s report and
the closure of the city’s district, Frederick Betts, the commission’s chairman,
observed that ‘‘the end is not yet. There will be no more spectacular events. It is a
state of siege. Our aim is unchanged.’’≤∫ Nevertheless, anti-vice reformers believed
that with persistence and the implementation of a few key laws, they could suppress the old-time red-light district with its wide-open brothels. Of all these laws,
they considered the red-light abatement act the most important. Between 1910
and 1920, thirty-ﬁve states followed Iowa’s lead and passed injunction and abatement laws that empowered private citizens to proceed against parlor houses and
other places of ill repute.≤Ω
The passage of California’s red-light abatement act involved a particularly
dramatic battle. As usual, the referendum posed the greatest hurdle to its enactment, and, as usual, Northern Californians rebelled against restrictions on their
personal liberties. In 1913, Los Angeles did not have a tolerated red-light district,
while San Francisco boasted not just one, but three tenderloins, including the
infamous Barbary Coast, which specialized in dance-hall prostitution.≥≠ The people of San Francisco believed so strongly in the beneﬁts of segregated vice that
they went a step further than any other municipality during these years and
founded a venereal clinic in 1911 to monitor the physical health of the city’s
prostitutes. Although the clinic closed in 1913, after only two years in operation, its
mere presence showed the depth of San Francisco’s commitment to the controlled toleration of prostitution.≥∞
The vote on the red-light abatement law reﬂected Northern Californians’
opposition to anti-vice control. The bill went through the California Legislature
with majority support in 1913, but the vote fell along strict regional lines. Out of
the eighty-seat Assembly, seventeen voted against the bill, with twelve of those
seventeen coming from San Francisco. Similarly, in the forty-seat Senate, ﬁve of
the eleven who voted against the bill represented that city’s constituents.≥≤ Despite
their defeat, the bill’s opponents rallied almost immediately and petitioned for a
referendum.≥≥ California’s Progressives found the situation insupportable and
pledged themselves to obtaining the red-light abatement act. Nonetheless, muckraker Franklin Hichborn and other seasoned campaigners knew that such strong
support from San Francisco meant yet another battle for the state’s reformers.
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Even as a statewide initiative, the ﬁght for the injunction and abatement act still
centered on local politics and the issue of municipal control.
After forming the California Committee for the Red-Light Abatement Law to
battle the ‘‘tenderloin interests,’’ its leaders immediately divided it into a Northern
Committee and a Southern Committee, with the Tehachapi Pass as the territorial
dividing line. The Southern Committee focused on making certain that supporters of the bill actually voted in the referendum, while the Northern Committee
devoted its members’ efforts to debunking the ‘‘astonishing misrepresentations’’
touted in ‘‘practically every saloon of the state, most cigar stores and barber shops,
and many club centers.’’≥∂ A massive propaganda campaign followed. Over the
next eleven months, the Northern Committee sent out 1,250,000 copies of four
pamphlets to rally support for the injunction and abatement act.≥∑ Nor did matters
rest there. Members of the organization combed through California’s newspaper
for articles that supported segregation and derided the red-light abatement bill.
‘‘Upon the notiﬁcation of the publication of such an article, if it contained misstatements, the committee at once took the matter up with the editor of the paper,
giving him the facts, well-backed by examples.’’ If the newspaper persisted in its
opposition to the law, the Committee contacted its supporters within the community and gave them the ‘‘data for effective refutation . . . and to show the publisher
where he was in error.’’≥∏ This barrage of information produced results, and in
1914, with a margin of almost 50,000 votes, the injunction and abatement bill won
the referendum and became law.≥π
Hichborn and other anti-vice reformers across the country fought so hard for
the red-light abatement statute because they not only saw its effective use by
public ofﬁcials, they also witnessed its devastating application by private citizens.
Chicago’s Committee of Fifteen, in particular, wielded the red-light abatement
law with extraordinary virtuosity in the ongoing ﬁght against protected vice. Incorporated in 1911 in the immediate aftermath of the Chicago Vice Commission, by
1914 the Committee of Fifteen ‘‘directed its efforts chieﬂy to the work of destroying
market places for trafﬁc in women.’’≥∫ More ready to call on the press than New
York’s Committee of Fourteen, the Chicago Committee of Fifteen used a combination of publicity and law to put pressure on Chicago’s landlords. With the
injunction and abatement act as their main weapon, the Fifteen conducted title
searches on properties used for ‘‘immoral purposes.’’ Notifying both the owners
and then, shortly thereafter, the city’s newspapers of their ﬁndings, they found the
threat of exposure almost as effective as the injunction proceedings themselves in
eliminating vice.≥Ω As Samuel Thrasher, the Committee’s general secretary, reported, within the ﬁrst ten months after Illinois passed the act in 1915, the Com-
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mittee contacted the owners of 205 properties, warning them to change their
property’s use. The threat of injunction and abatement was so effective that they
only took four owners to court for noncompliance.∂≠ The Progressives knew that
reform through self-policing and self-interest had a greater chance of changing
urban vice than the self-serving theatrics of pre-election crusades.
In 1917, after seven years of persistent effort, anti-vice reform reached a plateau.
With the use of red-light abatement laws and the old standby of reporting liquorlicense violations, Progressive anti-vice reformers focused on managing their city’s
morality and keeping its district closed. A problem remained, however. While
ASHA could effectively advise anti-vice reformers seeking to alter their city’s social
policing, unless a municipality had strong community support, neither local nor
national reformers had sufﬁcient authority to break the stalemates between those
who opposed and those who supported segregated vice. Over eighty-ﬁve cities
embraced the new anti-district paradigm, but recalcitrant municipalities such as
New Orleans, San Antonio, and San Francisco continued to run their towns wide
open, blatantly disregarding national disapproval and overriding the efforts of
local anti-vice advocates.∂∞

the retrenchment of the sporting world
When anti-vice reformers boasted that ‘‘the old, wide-open district is closed bang
tight,’’ they meant that they had shut down their town’s brothels.∂≤ Eliminating a
city’s vice district involved closing everything from the cheapest cribs to the
poshest parlor houses. Every subsequent action, from forbidding mixed-sex drinking in the back rooms of saloons to requiring that all women who entered dance
halls had escorts, supplemented the initial strike against brothels. Without open
houses, customers did not know where to go for prostitution. As reformers intended, closing a vice district fundamentally altered the market structure of a city’s
commercial vice. The sporting class adapted to the changes, sometimes evading
regulatory restrictions with innovative creativity, but many of its members suffered
great ﬁnancial losses.
The clamp-down devastated business within the vice district. Nellie Busbee,
an Atlanta madam, committed suicide, damning Chief Beavers ‘‘to hell’’ rather
than face her losses, while another madam asked the bitter rhetorical question,
‘‘Did you ever stop to think what an order to move in less than a week’s time means
to a woman who has $40,000 tied up down here?’’∂≥ Two years after Syracuse’s
district closed, the chairman of the Moral Survey Committee boasted that an
excise ofﬁcial ‘‘reports that on an evening not long ago he counted only three
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women in a group of cafés, at 11 p.m. where, one year ago, Clement Discoll, of the
Bureau of Municipal Research of New York, said he could count seventy-ﬁve girls
almost any evening, at the same hour.’’∂∂ Saloonkeepers who rigorously implemented a policy of men-only suffered a similar loss of business.∂∑ When asked,
members of the sporting world agreed that they had not received ‘‘a square deal.’’∂∏
Prostitution did not disappear just because madams posted ‘‘for rent’’ signs on
their brothels’ front doors. Pro-district supporters often prophesied that ending
segregation would result in scatteration, the spread of the sporting class into the
rest of the city. Anti-vice reformers, however, argued the opposite, asserting that
under segregation more prostitution existed outside the district than within it. In
other words, scatteration already existed, but closing the district would shut down
a city’s most easily accessed source of vice.∂π Prostitutes did relocate to new venues
when a district closed, but instead of deluging respectable residential districts, as
segregation’s advocates predicted, they moved into the cheap hotels and lodging
houses of the central business district, or the dance halls, cafés, and cabarets of the
adjacent white-light district.∂∫ Even such minor moves made life more difﬁcult for
men-about-town. Without an obvious destination, customers struggled to fulﬁll
their quest for pleasure. Madams, saloonkeepers, and other venue owners did
what business they could, running things ‘‘on the q.t.’’ and restricting their dealings to people they knew. Even when locals vouched for an outsider, strangers
frequently got the brush-off and were told ‘‘nothing doing.’’∂Ω If they made an
effort, seasoned sports usually discovered where their peers relocated, but outsiders and out-of-towners lacked the necessary connections.∑≠ When an investigator in Bridgeport, Connecticut, met some ‘‘fellows’’ after the closure of the city’s
district, he observed that ‘‘no one knew where to go. We walked for awhile, then
went to (——G——) cabaret, from there to the (——E——) cabaret. Then the party
broke without having been able to ‘pick up’ any girls.’’∑∞ The ‘‘new popular culture’’ beneﬁted from the business the tenderloin lost. The fellows in Bridgeport
might not have stayed at either cabaret, but as men acclimated to life without vice
districts, they spent more time in such places. As a sport complained in early 1917
about Little Rock and Argenta, Arkansas, ‘‘the only choice a man has in these
towns during the week is to go to the movies or else to bed—On Sundays the
movies are closed.’’∑≤ When the sporting class scattered to other parts of a city,
reformers succeeded in making vice both less visible and less viable. Eliminating
the districts did not stop people from going out on the town, but it shifted their
patronage to more respectable venues. Anti-vice activists knew that red-light
abatement and license revocation would work as effectively in closing venues
outside the district as they did within it. Reformers soon realized, however, that a
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lack of customers would drive many sports out of business before they even
needed to proceed against them.∑≥
In the new post-district sexual economy, both supply and demand decreased.
Many prostitutes left town rather than face the insecurity of working outside a
brothel. Besides the problems of inclement weather, streetwalkers lacked protection from violent johns and needed pimps to coordinate their ‘‘dates’’ to a greater
degree than when they worked in a house. Streetwalkers and café prostitutes
could charge more per trick, but they serviced fewer customers and experienced
far harsher conditions while earning less money to compensate for the difﬁculties.∑∂ Since reformers usually followed the initial closure of the brothels with
subsequent restrictions to clean up the venues of disreputable leisure, independent prostitutes never knew if dance-hall managers or café proprietors would
cease tolerating their presence. Similarly, hotel owners offered no guarantees that
they would continue to rent their rooms to sporting women.∑∑ Even when prostitutes worked through a call house, they earned less money than they would in an
open parlor house. Running their business quietly, with no women residing in the
apartments, call-house madams coordinated far fewer transactions. Men needed
insiders to vet them, and then they usually waited either a couple of hours or
maybe even until the next day to meet a woman.∑∏ Many men decided that the
difﬁculties in ﬁnding prostitutes outweighed the pleasure of having sex with them.
As a rule, these complications made vice more expensive for customers, less
proﬁtable for prostitutes and resort owners, and generally required a degree of
discretion at odds with the sporting ethos.
When they could, sports resisted the changes. Some used their connections to
the machine and tried to inﬂuence municipal administrations. Others decided to
wait out this clamp-down as they had all previous crusades. Buoyed by past
experience which showed that ‘‘the lid’’ always ‘‘tilted’’ back in their favor, many
sports believed that they just needed to hold fast until support for the campaign
waned.∑π ‘‘Wait till [sic] things get settled after this coming election. . . . My friend
says they are going to oust the judge and the prosecuting attorney. Things will
hum again,’’ an out-of-work madam in Hartford, Connecticut, assured herself and
her listeners. ‘‘Everybody is anxious to have the sports back again. They didn’t
bother anyone but gave money to the town.’’∑∫ In many cities, however, the
sporting world waited with misplaced faith. The Progressive reform of urban
government decreased the power of city councils and increased the importance of
nonpartisan appointments to executive-branch positions, depriving the tenderloin
interests of the inﬂuence they once possessed. Moreover, anti-vice reformers were
themselves veteran participants in pre-election crusades. They swore that this
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campaign would differ from the rest, and that the gains made would outlast any
particular municipal administration.
In Chicago, the city’s sports deviated from a purely political approach and
formed a professional association, the Chicago Hotel Keepers’ Protective Association, to ﬁght reformers. Its members attracted national attention in December
1915 after they plastered ﬁfteen thousand posters across the city condemning the
menace of paid reformers. The Association’s members, for the most part owners
and managers of ‘‘assignation hotels,’’ claimed that reformers hurt Chicago’s reputation and drove away conventioneers and ‘‘the travelling public’’ from the city.∑Ω
Interestingly, instead of turning people against the Committee of Fifteen, the unnamed target of the broadsides, the Protective Association weakened the alreadyprecarious reputation of smaller hotels. The Hotel Association of Chicago, which
represented the city’s larger hotels, repudiated the Protective Association’s claims.
They asserted that they had just had the ‘‘most proﬁtable year in their history’’ and
endorsed the Committee of Fifteen’s efforts. Concurrently, the American Hotel
Men’s Association, which was in Chicago for its national convention, ‘‘took a
strong stand against the illicit use of their buildings’’ and sought to prohibit
smaller places, many of which tolerated prostitution on their premises, from
calling their businesses hotels.∏≠ A year earlier, the Cook County Real Estate
Board, the Chicago Real Estate Board, and the Apartment Buildings Association
bolstered their own positions by declaring their solidarity with anti-vice reformers
and pledging not to rent or sell to any disreputable clients.∏∞ Like the Brewers’
cooperation with New York’s Committee of Fourteen to eliminate saloon prostitution, the hoteliers hoped that their advocacy of Progressive values would increase
their standing within the business world. Even if they lost a percentage of their
proﬁts, repudiating the sporting class improved their status and forestalled external regulation.∏≤ Once again, self-policing, a professional prerequisite, worked to
the advantage of anti-vice reformers seeking to make the urban environment
inhospitable to the sporting world.
Perhaps the most profound economic effect the new prohibitory ethos had on
commercialized vice was the disaggregation of services previously provided under
one roof.∏≥ No longer could a sporting man go to a brothel, have a couple of
drinks, share a dance or two with a prostitute, then adjourn to her room, bottle of
champagne in hand, and only pay the madam once for the services provided.
Now, both prostitutes and customers negotiated multiple, separate transactions.
When possible, streetwalkers reached accords with the police on their beat, while
prostitutes who wished to work indoors sought out café and cabaret owners who
would allow them to solicit in their venues for at least part of the evening.∏∂ But
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under the new post-district regulatory regime, proprietors required deniability.
Prostitutes needed to act with greater decorum, make their solicitations more
subtle, and generally appear more like customers than employees. Some cities
demanded that women in commercial amusement resorts have male escorts,
while others forbade women from moving between tables or making overtures to
strangers.∏∑ These rules increased the importance of pimps and other male gobetweens, adding yet another layer to the independent prostitutes’ daily negotiations. To succeeded in such a difﬁcult market, sporting women sought to ensure
that waiters, bartenders, and cabaret managers would send tricks to them rather
than to other sporting women.∏∏ Even after a prostitute hooked a john, she still
needed to establish her price and ﬁnd a place for them to have sex. Sporting
women usually worked a circuit of hotels where they knew the management
tolerated transient trade.∏π Once at the hotel, the customer paid the desk clerk
directly and the prostitute separately. If the man wanted a drink, he needed to buy
it from a nearby saloon or from an enterprising hotel employee.∏∫ These separate
transactions complicated the previously streamlined process of going to a brothel
and getting laid. Reformers hoped that the hassles of the new regulations would
drive sporting women out of the business, even as they reduced the number of
customers to those truly dedicated to commercial sex.∏Ω
Life also changed for pimps. Besides complaining that their ‘‘humps’’ did not
bring in the money that they once did, pimps themselves needed to work harder to
ensure that their prostitutes got what little business they did.π≠ In some cases, that
meant ﬁnding employment as a waiter or bartender, both to supplement the
family income and to act as a go-between for a prostitute and her potential
customers.π∞ In other cases, pimps acted as escorts in resorts that only admitted
women with male partners. Once inside the venue, pimps drummed up business
for their ‘‘girls,’’ since many entertainment venues forbade women from approaching men they did not know.π≤ Similarly, when former brothel prostitutes worked as
singers and dancers in a cabaret, they relied on their male partners in the audience to make dates for them after the show.π≥ But pimps did not remain within
the conﬁnes of the sex trade. In 1912, a messenger boy from Philadelphia complained bitterly that ‘‘the pimps are taking to selling opium and cocaine, too.’’
Before the police started closing down the parlor houses, ‘‘the night messengers
used to do that business. . . . But now that the women didn’t make much, the
pimps are making something on the side.’’π∂ This trend accelerated after the
Harrison Narcotic Act of 1914 made it more difﬁcult for pharmacists to sell opiates
and cocaine to ‘‘recreational’’ users without a doctor’s prescription.π∑ Pimps took
over this newly illicit trade, proﬁting from the higher prices they could charge
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tenderloin addicts. In a few years’ time, after the passage of National Prohibition,
these same men would move into bootlegging. For the moment, they scrambled
to replace the income they once received from district prostitutes.
Rather than ﬁght the ever-increasing restrictions, many prostitutes, pimps,
gamblers, and other people with little local investment relocated when a city
closed its district.π∏ A signiﬁcant portion of the sporting class usually came from
the immediate region, but more often than not, a good percentage came from
elsewhere. For example, in Newark, New Jersey, although less than 10 percent of
the prostitutes interviewed by the vice commission were immigrants, over threequarters of the 102 women questioned came from outside of the city. Even in cities
with less-mobile populations, approximately one-half to two-thirds of the sporting
women had already moved at least once in their search for better opportunities.ππ
If a town grew too dead and their proﬁts too meager, sporting men and women
went to places with better prospects. As a Hartford waiter observed, ‘‘the girls will
have to hunt new hunting grounds or starve.’’π∫ One woman’s quest for ﬁnancial
success took her from Louisville, Kentucky, to Portland, Oregon, via the Hawaiian Islands.πΩ Most sports, however, took less circuitous routes. Other Portland
madams came from Chicago, San Francisco, Spokane, and Lincoln, Nebraska.∫≠
Nevertheless, with the closure of the districts, an already-mobile population
started traveling with even greater frequency.
Inevitably, when one city cracked down on vice, other cities gained the sports
who left. After Atlanta closed its district, a journalist reported that most sporting
women ‘‘are going to other cities. Birmingham, Macon, Memphis, New Orleans,
Louisville and Richmond are the points to which a majority have emigrated.’’∫∞
Neither the resident sports nor the local reformers appreciated the in-migration.
‘‘We do not need any of these women here,’’ a Macon madam warned Atlanta
women. ‘‘There are already about 150 recognized prostitutes in Macon and that is
a few too many for a city of 40,000 people.’’∫≤ Meanwhile, Macon’s ministers
called for a vice commission and the chief of police in Dawson, Georgia, at the
urging of the mayor and city council, ordered its tenderloin’s residents to leave
town.∫≥ In more than a few cities, the sporting world’s mobility caused reformers to
reassess their position on segregated vice and pursue their own campaigns against
red-light districts rather than harbor the inﬂux of sports from other places.∫∂
Unlike their more mobile employees, district proprietors who owned their
venues stood to lose the most, but they also had the capital to ﬁght reformers. Used
to the pro forma raids by the police and the occasional arrest for keeping a
disorderly house or for liquor-law violations, sporting men and women knew how
to negotiate the city’s criminal justice system. Red-light abatement laws, however,
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went through the courts of equity, which had a different set of judges and no juries
ready to sympathize with the plight of small-business owners. Yet these disadvantages did not prevent brothel owners from contesting the validity of the laws.∫∑
Despite these challenges, reformers won both in the courts and in the red-light
districts. The differences between equity and criminal law confounded most tenderloin attorneys, while the threat of padlocking a place for a year, and selling off its
furnishings and ﬁxtures, deterred even the most proﬂigate district proprietors.
Rather than give up, some venue owners shifted the apparent purpose of their
resorts. Already well-versed in exploiting the loopholes in liquor-licensing laws for
maximum hours and the widest possible clientele, proprietors embarked on
reconﬁguring their venues yet again. Brothel owners faced the most difﬁculties.
They could try to turn their place into a hotel or lodging house, but anti-vice
reformers looked askance at such a marginal recasting of a brothel’s intended
purpose.∫∏ As a result, many madams abandoned their parlor houses. Landlords
found it extremely hard to rent out the buildings, although they occasionally
found ‘‘respectable colored families’’ willing to take up residence.∫π In contrast to
sporting-house owners, saloonkeepers had more options. Turning their upstairs
into separate hotels, boarding houses, or apartments, and renaming their back
rooms cafés, cabarets, or grill rooms, they added exterior entrances to each of
these subdivisions and closed off the interior doors that once connected the
upstairs, the barroom, and the back room.∫∫ Owners of venues with sufﬁcient
square footage took advantage of the dance craze, hiring singers, dancers, and
multipiece bands. These changes represented more than just structural renovations; they also indicated a cultural shift. As anti-vice reformers hoped, when faced
with the choice between closure or toning down behavior in their resorts, many
owners opted for respectability over bankruptcy.∫Ω Frederick Betts, chairman of
the Syracuse Moral Survey Committee, reported that ‘‘the manager of the worst
offender among the cafés, where once we found a pimp at the piano and from
twenty-ﬁve to thirty-ﬁve girls plying their trade, is trying to run his place decently
and is succeeding fairly well.’’Ω≠ Although Betts’s deﬁnition of success differed
from that of the sporting world’s, some proprietors did make a successful transition
from the red-light to the white-light district.
To make this shift from disreputable to respectable, proprietors sidelined sex as
the primary purpose of their venues. Vice districts had always offered a range of
entertainment to draw in customers, but more often than not, these amusements
provided the backdrop for the sexual ﬂirtations that everyone knew would end in
an economic exchange. In the post-district world of urban entertainment, however, no such guarantee existed that the customer would get laid or that the
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woman would get paid. Cabarets provide a particularly striking example of the
changing social relationships. Although some prostitutes had previously worked
within cabarets, they now formed part of the audience. They could still arrange
business on the side, but they needed to act with greater discretion so as not to
attract the attention of either the police or possible anti-vice investigators.Ω∞ Once
a mainstay of vice-district conviviality, sporting women’s outrageous antics only
had a place in the new post-district world when conﬁned to the stage. Between
acts, female performers still emulated the saloon prostitutes of old and encouraged drinking, but they downplayed the concomitant sexual solicitation. With
rules about apparel and limits on performers interacting with patrons, managers
needed to police their employees for fear of losing not just their liquor licenses,
but also their dance-hall or cabaret licenses, as Progressive reformers added layers
of regulation in their quest to limit transgressive recreation.Ω≤
The sharpening distinction between patron and performer fractured the sporting class. Although the sporting world accorded a higher status to those who
worked in the district over those who played in it, the ethos they espoused emphasized the ideal of equality through pleasure. Everybody should have a good time
together. Seasoned prostitutes, youths just off the farm, shop girls sporting on their
night out, gamblers dealing stuss, fat-cat politicians glad-handing their constituents—all of them belonged to the sporting world if they so chose. But when
proprietors and performers could no longer mix with their patrons, and women
could not enter venues without a male escort, the easy intermingling that the
sporting ethos prized became as much of an anachronism as the open parlor
house.
On the eve of World War I, urban entertainment stood in the balance. In the
cities where reformers had successful clamped down on commercialized vice, the
newly conﬁgured entertainment districts showcased the possibilities of more respectable recreation. The sporting world adapted to the new regulatory circumstances with resilience, but the creativity with which its members eluded reformers’ restrictions did not hide a fundamental restructuring of the sex trade.
Disaggregating services previously offered as part of a package made prostitution
more difﬁcult for both sporting women and their customers. In order to stay in
business, resort owners shunted sexual solicitation to the sidelines and emphasized other types of entertainment. This shift in focus disrupted the old continuum linking respectable and disreputable leisure. Thrilled with the successes
of their economic and cultural manipulations, anti-vice reformers pledged themselves to changing urban entertainment across the country. World War I provided
the ideal opportunity to realize their vision. With the authority of the War Depart-
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ment behind them, anti-vice reformers crushed their political opposition and
overrode local compromises concerning the acceptable parameters of commercial leisure.

going to war
The United States mobilized for World War I with lightning speed. Even while
ostensibly still a neutral nation, government ofﬁcials and private citizens readied
themselves for war. In their preparations, America’s anti-vice reformers looked to
the 1916 border conﬂict with Mexico to predict the moral readiness of the army.
Newton Baker, the newly appointed Secretary of War, sent Raymond Fosdick,
one-time Commissioner of Accounts of New York City, author of European Police
Systems, and future president of the Rockefeller Association, to determine the
truth of rumors about drunken revelry among the troops.Ω≥ What Fosdick and
subsequent investigators saw disgusted them. Border towns already had a reputation for raucous red-light districts, but the tenderloins of southwestern cities such
as Douglas, Arizona, El Paso, Texas, and Columbus, New Mexico, exceeded even
the most dire expectations of debauchery. Barely able to keep up with demand,
enterprising members of the sporting world, many of whom gravitated to the
region in hopes of a quick proﬁt from the troops, erected cheap, shoddily built
cribs and saloons to service the soldiers.Ω∂ Later, Fosdick recalled that the ‘‘redlight districts . . . were crowded with hundreds of troops and drunken riots which
were not infrequent had to be suppressed by the Provost Guard. Meanwhile the
venereal disease rates were soaring.’’Ω∑ Swearing that such scenes would not replay
during a mass mobilization of troops, the United States’ top anti-vice reformers
plotted how to safeguard the moral and physical health of new recruits.Ω∏ To that
end, Newton Baker devised the idea of a Commission on Training Camp Activities (CTCA) that would provide ‘‘wholesome’’ amusement to the troops even
as it suppressed less-acceptable recreation.
When Congress issued the Selective Service Act on 18 May 1917, it included
the infamous Sections 12 and 13, which empowered the War Department to effect
the coercive side of Baker’s plan. Section 12 prohibited the sale of alcohol to
soldiers and allowed for the establishment of dry zones around the camps. Similarly, Section 13 authorized the secretary of war ‘‘to do everything by him deemed
necessary to suppress and prevent the keeping or setting up of houses of ill fame,
brothels, or bawdy houses within such distance as he deem needful of any military
camp.’’Ωπ Baker set ﬁve miles as the radius for the dry zone and ten miles as the
radius within which no prostitution could exist; however, as he warned the mayors

106

for business and pleasure

in cities near cantonments, the War Department would not tolerate ‘‘any restricted district’’ or ‘‘places of bad repute’’ outside the zones yet ‘‘within easy reach
of the camp.’’Ω∫ Quite a few resort-keepers protested the War Department’s authority to interfere with local vice control, but the federal courts, to which the members of the sporting class appealed, saw the matter differently. In successive cases,
judges decided that ‘‘war powers’’ superseded the states’ ‘‘police power.’’ΩΩ Once
formed, the Commission on Training Camp Activities had the right to dictate
moral standards to both soldiers and civilians for the duration of the war.
Ordered to expunge all disreputable entertainment within reach of the training camps and to replace it with more socially acceptable alternatives, the CTCA
embodied both the constructive and destructive sides of Progressive reform. Raymond Fosdick, now in charge of the CTCA, relied heavily on already-existing
organizations when he implemented the Commission’s programs. Joseph Lee,
president of the Playground and Recreation Association of America, John R. Mott,
the general secretary of the International Committee of Young Men’s Christian
Associations, and Lee F. Hanmer of the Russell Sage Foundation served as three
of the eight commissioners under Fosdick.∞≠≠ In addition to working with the
CTCA, these men brought with them the people and resources of their organizations. Similarly, many of ASHA’s employees moved into the army, continuing the
type of work they did before the war.∞≠∞ For example, Bascom Johnson, the inﬂuential head of ASHA’s legal department, ran the law-enforcement division of the
new Commission. To do his job, he regularly worked with ASHA’s investigative
team and frequently tapped into the resources of the local reform associations that
had previously turned to ASHA’s legal department for advice on ﬁghting commercialized vice.∞≠≤ Even some of the CTCA’s funds originated from the same sources
that supported the prewar movement. The Rockefeller Foundation donated
$200,000 to the Playground and Recreation Association of America for its programs at the cantonments and $100,000 to the CTCA for educating the troops
about venereal disease and for stamping out vice near the camps. Out of that
$100,000, the Foundation speciﬁed that $20,000 cover the salaries of ASHA personnel working for the CTCA.∞≠≥ In the CTCA, some of the Progressive era’s most
inﬂuential anti-vice reformers came together to ﬁght for their long-held dream of
destroying tolerated vice districts. Programs, people, networks, and funding recapitulated the old private associations, but now anti-vice reformers had the power
of the federal government to back their agenda.
With a ready-made organizational infrastructure, the CTCA wasted little time
implementing its plans. As the Playground Association and the American Library
Association supplied the camps with sports equipment and books, ASHA’s inves-
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tigators did what they knew best: ﬁnding out whether a municipality tolerated a
vice district, determining the accessibility of a city’s disreputable venues, and
evaluating the likelihood of ‘‘keeping the lid on’’ after an initial cleanup.∞≠∂ Some
cities anticipated the War Department’s objections and made preemptory strikes
against the sporting world. Indeed, Shreveport closed its district in the hopes of
attracting a training camp to the area.∞≠∑ But other municipal leaders protested the
CTCA’s demands. Southern ofﬁcials, in particular, resisted abandoning reputational segregation. As one ASHA investigator observed about Macon, Georgia,
‘‘from the patrolman in Tybee (the old district) to the mayor and the state’s
solicitor general, every ofﬁcial thought the government was making a great mistake to close the district.’’∞≠∏ The CTCA had powerful leverage, however. If a city
refused to eliminate its red-light district, the government would remove the camp
from the vicinity.∞≠π With camps averaging over nine thousand soldiers when
operating at their minimum capacity and almost thirty-nine thousand soldiers
when working at their maximum, even the most ardent supporters of segregated
vice renounced their principles in favor of the business the armed forces brought
to town.∞≠∫ ‘‘We are under no illusions as to some of the motives back of this,’’ four
of San Diego’s leading reformers wrote to Newton Baker, ‘‘but we are very glad to
have it so.’’∞≠Ω In the end, all of the major cities complied with the War Department’s order to close their districts, even New Orleans. From July 1917 to September 1918, over a hundred cities eliminated their tenderloins, resolving longstanding stalemates between reformers and the political machines that had kept the
red-light districts open.∞∞≠
The two main aims of anti-vice reform—keeping the districts closed and cleaning up urban amusement—did not change during the war, but the movement’s
rhetoric altered radically. When prostitution did not disappear, despite the closure
of the districts, and soldiers continued to have sex, the training camp commissioners stopped blaming the commercializers of prostitution and started blaming
the women themselves.∞∞∞ By ordering men to ‘‘keep away from prostitutes priced
and private,’’ the CTCA made money irrelevant to a woman’s reputation as a
whore.∞∞≤ Indeed, the disgust reformers leveled against charity girls and ‘‘patriotic
prostitutes’’ exceeded their antipathy for professional prostitutes. At least the monetary motive of the professionals made sense, but the ‘‘ ‘khaki mad’ girl’’ who gave
away sex for a night on the town could not even plead poverty as an excuse for her
actions.∞∞≥ H. L. Mencken parodied the shift in discourse when he lampooned the
dangers posed by ‘‘predatory country girls,’’ but neither Frederick Whitin nor
Raymond Fosdick saw the humor. Indeed, Fosdick dismissed Mencken as ‘‘a
superﬁcial writer with no ideas’’ whose attack on the CTCA did not deserve a
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reply. Unfortunately, even though Mencken honed in on the contradictions of
the Commission’s propaganda with his characteristic insight, Fosdick correctly
judged the idiosyncrasy of Mencken’s opinion.∞∞∂ During the war, anti-vice reformers stopped describing prostitution as an institutional problem based on the
economic exploitation of innocent women and started blaming women for men’s
sexual adventuring.
Focusing on the health of the recruits medicalized the anti-vice movement.
Reformers abandoned the interlocking economic arguments against the Vice
Trust and began deﬁning prostitution as a medical problem of diseased individuals,
speciﬁcally disease-spreading women.∞∞∑ From the CTCA’s perspective, all women
who had sex with soldiers, for whatever reason, deserved the severest censure. After
all, as one wartime pamphlet explained, if a woman was ‘‘willing to ‘give you a good
time,’ ’’ she must ‘‘have either [the] clap or syphilis or both.’’∞∞∏ Thus, even though
statistics showed that more women named soldiers as the source of their infection
than the reverse, the CTCA insisted on classifying women as the ‘‘carriers of
venereal disease’’ and soldiers as their target for contagion.∞∞π Reducing women to
disease vectors discounted the structural causes of commercialized vice, but even
more importantly, it legitimated a virulent misogyny that allowed government
authorities to treat women with a callous disregard for their civil liberties.
The new contempt toward sexually active women not only permeated War
Department propaganda, it also affected the CTCA’s administrative structure. In
September 1917, Raymond Fosdick ordered the creation of a Committee on the
Protective Work for Girls to address the issue of ‘‘young girls’’ in the neighborhood
of the military camps. He envisioned the Committee addressing ‘‘reformative
problems’’ as a means of preventing ‘‘an increase in delinquency.’’∞∞∫ Headed
by Maude Miner, nationally renowned advocate of probation and parole, the
CPWG aimed to protect impressionable young women from the ‘‘lure of the
uniform’’ and the soldiers who would take advantage them.∞∞Ω With protective
workers posted to the vicinity of the camps, the CPWG policed places of amusement for ‘‘dangerous intimacies,’’ and when they found girls succumbing to soldiers’ charms, the Committee proposed ‘‘to study the personal problems of the
girl, to awaken her to the foolhardiness of her course, and when possible to give
her new, wholesome interests.’’∞≤≠ As initially planned, protective workers hoped
to reform the girls’ self-destructive tendencies, but within six months of the Committee’s formation, the CTCA forced the CPWG to abandon such idealism.
Dismantling the Committee, the CTCA eschewed protective work for girls and
focused on the protection of boys: the troops.∞≤∞
In April 1918, the CTCA established the Section of Women and Girls in the
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commission’s Law Enforcement Division.∞≤≤ The new section treated ‘‘promiscuous’’ women with draconian severity. Where once the CTCA did not care
where sexually active women went, as long as they left the vicinity of the camps,
now they insisted upon their imprisonment, when practicable.∞≤≥ In the pamphlet
Next Steps, written to advise communities on what to do after the closure of their
vice districts, Bascom Johnson asked and answered the following questions: ‘‘How
can we protect young girls? . . . By providing detention houses. . . . How can we
make prostitutes hard to ﬁnd? By internment in State reformatories, etc.’’∞≤∂ The
money for the detention facilities came from President Wilson’s War Emergency
Fund. He allotted $250,000 to the CTCA either to renovate existing buildings or
construct new ones.∞≤∑ In an irony that went unrecognized at the time, when
section workers sought buildings suitable for detaining the diseased women, they
sometimes found that abandoned parlor houses provided the best accommodations. With large reception rooms, many bedrooms, and a disproportionately high
number of bathrooms, brothels made ideal detention houses. Government contractors usually only needed to ﬁt the brothel with an inﬁrmary and add a high
wall topped with barbed wire to complete the conversion.∞≤∏ In the prewar white
slavery narratives, reformers elaborated on the economic imprisonment of innocent women, pleading forgiveness for society’s prodigal daughters, but during the
war they made the metaphor real by conﬁning women in sporting houses as
punishment for their sexual transgressions.
According to the new strictures, both the military and civilian police could
apprehend anyone they suspected of suffering from venereal disease. Moreover,
any woman arrested for a sexually related offense underwent a mandatory medical
examination. If a woman’s tests came back negative, her case proceeded through
the normal channels of criminal justice. But if she suffered from venereal disease,
the authorities sent her to a reformatory or to a detention house, depending on the
presumed malleability of her character. Jettisoning habeas corpus, the CTCA
held women on indeterminate-length sentences, until doctors pronounced them
cured. In many states, the disease-free women then returned to court to face the
original charges leveled against them.∞≤π Women’s constitutional rights mattered
little in the quest to protect soldiers from venereal infection.
Over the course of the war, the CTCA interned 15,520 women in federally
funded reformatories and detention houses. The length of stay averaged a year in
reformatories and ten weeks in detention houses.∞≤∫ But these ﬁgures only hinted
at the impact of the CTCA’s new policies. Federal ofﬁcials did not count women
incarcerated in local jails or quarantined in local hospitals when they tallied the
number of women interned during the war. For example, in Puerto Rico, authori-
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ties arrested over a thousand women on vice-related charges from the beginning
of July 1918 to the beginning of January 1919. Of these, they convicted and conﬁned 809 women. In addition, the U.S. District Court found 58 women guilty of
sex offenses and ordered them imprisoned in Puerto Rican jails. These arrests and
convictions resulted directly from War Department policy. In contrast, between
1917 and 1918, the Puerto Rican jails housed an average of 790 prisoners at any
given time, of which only 25 to 30 were women.∞≤Ω The internment of diseased
women altered the lives of thousands, but their punishment represented only the
most extreme consequence of the new antipathy toward women.
Ofﬁcial misogyny and the demonization of sexually active women, whether
prostitutes or ‘‘uniform-crazed’’ girls, sanctioned a street-level disregard for women’s self-determination. In the entertainment venues of the prewar vice district,
women initiated sexual solicitations more often then men. Outside of brothels,
both men and women could approach each other with impunity, but women
usually determined both the price and place of the sexual exchange. The closure
of the districts, and the wartime crackdown on female promiscuity, created a new
social distance between men and women, with men now brokering sexual meetings. During the war, men started talking about women differently. In the commercial dance halls and cabarets where they gathered in search of sex, men
reduced women in their conversations to objects of exchange incapable of agency.
The change in market negotiations, combined with female deference toward
enlisted men, precipitated a sharp decline in women’s status.
The Commission on Training Camp Activities’ reforms disrupted long-term
gender dynamics in urban recreation. Men and women participating in urban
nightlife adopted new social scripts, scripts that shifted the power to initiate sexual
negotiations from women to men. Wartime repression and the closure of the
districts caused many prostitutes to mute their professional signiﬁers, making it
more difﬁcult for men to judge whether someone was, in their words, ‘‘out for the
sugar’’ or just wanted a ‘‘good time.’’∞≥≠ As a result, soldiers, sailors, investigators,
and ordinary customers turned to male insiders to decipher the sexual codes of a
particular dance hall or cabaret and categorize the women around them. Since
regulations frequently forbade men from approaching women they did not know,
men relied on waiters, bartenders, and managers to inform them which women
were ‘‘charity girls’’ and which ones were ‘‘money girls.’’ Then, if a man seemed
like a ‘‘good fellow’’ and a heavy tipper, a waiter would ‘‘stake’’ him to a woman.∞≥∞
To reassure their customers that a charity girl was a ‘‘regular fellow’’ who would
‘‘go the limit,’’ the waiter would tell the interested party that he, or someone else
he knew, ‘‘had made her.’’∞≥≤ Besides telling their customers which women offered
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sex willingly, bartenders also coached customers on how quickly they could push
a woman for sex. An evening with a charity girl cost less, especially since managers
made sure to warn their customers if the women who interested them were
‘‘bleeders,’’ a term that denoted women’s economic exploitation of men, even as it
connoted their sexual unavailability because of menstruation.∞≥≥ Although not
pimps per se, waiters, bartenders, doormen, and managers facilitated other men’s
search for sex by labeling the women around them.
During the war, men’s sexual objectiﬁcation of women manifested itself most
clearly in their profanity. In a noticeable discursive shift, men started referring to
women by their sex organs. For example, in March 1917, one New York City waiter
in an Eighth Avenue venue observed that ‘‘there aint one girl that remains here at
this hour that aint ‘C——t’ . . . they are all hall way rubs.’’∞≥∂ Another declared that
‘‘there is so much gash around that he is sick of it.’’∞≥∑ Indeed, by 1919, waiters and
their male patrons had reduced these exchanges to a kind of shorthand, with
‘‘gash’’ or ‘‘cunt’’ as an umbrella term to describe all sexually willing women. Only
then would they go on to qualify which women were prostitutes (‘‘hustlers,’’
‘‘whores,’’ or ‘‘gold diggers’’) and which women were only out for a ‘‘good time’’
(‘‘charity,’’ ‘‘charity bums,’’ or ‘‘charity gash’’).∞≥∏ More women could participate in
the cleaned-up cabarets and dance halls without irrevocably damaging their individual reputations, but the virulence of the wartime campaigns against sexually
active women encouraged a marked misogyny.∞≥π
When men in the dance halls lumped all the women around them under the
category of cunt, they followed the lead of the Commission on Training Camp
Activities, which set the tone by describing all sexually willing women as ‘‘dirty
sluts.’’∞≥∫ Like male waiters and their customers, the CTCA elided social distinctions for venereal distinctions. The men in the dance halls reduced women to
‘‘gash,’’ but training camp ofﬁcials reduced women to a ‘‘dirty dose.’’∞≥Ω The
CTCA reinforced this symbolic diminishment of women through metaphors that
compared sexually willing, ergo venereally diseased, women to any other object or
animal that spread death and disease: German bullets, malarial mosquitoes, venomous vipers, and, in the most extreme version of women as a disposable object,
other men’s toothbrushes.∞∂≠ The viliﬁcation of women in wartime propaganda
gave ofﬁcial sanction to men’s objectiﬁcation of the women they met in dance
halls and other heterosocial arenas. Although the misogynistic propaganda from
World War I was ephemeral, what would remain from the War Department’s
campaign against women was men’s ready reduction of all women to their sex
organs.
With the closure of the districts during World War I, the anti-vice movement

112

for business and pleasure

lost both its programmatic and its conceptual cohesion. With an increasing focus
on social hygiene, in particular the venereal health of newly drafted soldiers, antivice reformers stopped seeing prostitutes as innocent white slaves and started
viewing them as diseased predators.∞∂∞ These wartime portrayals repudiated the
Progressive-era characterizations of prostitutes, a discursive reversal made possible
because Progressive-era anti-vice reformers had never fully redeemed the white
slave. When they incorporated anti-trust metaphors into their rhetoric, the white
slavery writers adopted anti-monopolism’s systemic critique, but they never embraced its republicanism. Without virtue, prostitutes could never be citizens. By
denying prostitutes their rights, social-hygiene reformers turned prostitutes from
blameless victims into self-conscious sexual psychopaths.

ji
At the end of World War I, reformers congratulated themselves on a job well done.
The American troops maintained the lowest venereal infection rates of all the
combatants, and, at home, the CTCA succeed in closing, and keeping closed, the
red-light districts in all of America’s major cities, and more than a few of its minor
ones as well. These successes came at a cost, however. Federal intervention
ignored local politics and local compromises. The CTCA forced a single sexual
morality on communities across the country, despite a diversity of opinion regarding the management of urban entertainment. Ironically, this emphasis on the
venereal health of the troops encouraged a resurgence of the double standard for
men and women. No longer seen as innocent victims of male exploiters, women
now bore the responsibility for corrupting men morally and physically. The War
Department chided soldiers for their sexual peccadilloes and forced them to
undergo painful prophylactic treatment, but, when possible, the CTCA arrested
and imprisoned the women with whom soldiers had intercourse.
Not all Progressives endorsed this change in policy. Maude Miner resigned
rather than remain associated with the CTCA’s punitive programs.∞∂≤ Some
women, such as Ethel Sturges Dummer and Jessie Binford, stayed on, but they
did so in the hopes that they could ameliorate the impact of the new policies.∞∂≥
They found themselves in a small minority. Most male reformers and many
female reformers, especially those with medical experience, supported the quarantining of infectious women and the prophylactic treatment of sexually active
soldiers. To them, the American Plan made inﬁnite sense.∞∂∂ Yet to anyone who
knew the history of international anti-vice reform, the plan rankled. That ASHA, a
successor to the American Purity Association—an organization founded in solidarity with Josephine Butler’s crusade against the British Contagious Diseases
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Acts—supported the venereal inspection and incarceration of diseased women in
order to protect the health of soldiers and sailors proved a bitter irony. After all,
Butler and her allies fought for over ﬁfteen years for the repeal of just such a
policy. When challenged, the CTCA and its defenders protested that the American Plan and the Contagious Diseases Acts in no way resembled each other
because the CTCA did not issue women with medical certiﬁcates, but opponents
to the plan found the argument specious.∞∂∑ Nevertheless, public health and the
arrest of errant individuals dominated the efforts against prostitution in the postwar period.
The anti-vice movement stagnated after demobilization. The League of Women
Voters joined forces with male Progressives after the passage of the Nineteenth
Amendment, guaranteeing women’s suffrage, to ensure that the red-light districts
did not reopen.∞∂∏ As old-time tenderloins appeared increasingly anachronistic,
and relatively reputable entertainment absorbed the former patrons of the districts’ tawdry amusements, anti-vice reformers believed that they had achieved the
movement’s aims. The sporting class lost its cultural coherence, parlor houses no
longer dominated notorious thoroughfares, and streetwalkers and café prostitutes
eked out a precarious existence at the criminal margins of society. The Eighteenth
Amendment—National Prohibition—not only closed saloons, it also closed their
back rooms, the standby for prostitutes going through tough times. But National
Prohibition brought with it a myriad of new problems. Organized crime replaced
commercialized vice as the greatest obstacle to urban order.

chapter six

The Syndicate
Prohibition and the Rise of Organized Crime, 1919–1933

Neither the sporting class nor anti-vice reform survived World War I intact. Antivice reform, which started as a city-based movement to ﬁght urban political
corruption, had turned into a national initiative to eliminate brothels and close
down red-light districts. With the power of the federal government behind it, the
Commission on Training Camp Activities overrode local sentiment and ended a
twenty-year attempt by municipalities to control urban vice through geographic
segregation. Many reformers, having ﬁnally achieved their goals, either retired
from the ﬁght or shifted their focus elsewhere, only renewing their interest when
they feared a city might reinstitute the practice of segregating vice.
Just as the anti-vice movement fragmented, so too did the sporting world.
Prostitution, gambling, and drinking continued in cities across the United States,
but when the federal government closed the districts, the sporting world lost the
geographic concentration that gave it its cultural cohesion. Sports valued visibility, even as they relied on their electrically lit excesses to draw customers into
the district. Yet, as sociologist Henry Zorbaugh observed retrospectively in 1929,
wartime policies drove vice behind ‘‘closed doors and drawn blinds.’’∞ Displaced
from open brothels, prostitutes moved into saloons, dance halls, hotels, and cabarets, but even these minor relocations made it more difﬁcult for prostitutes to meet
customers. Soon, with the passage of National Prohibition, the sporting class
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could no longer even linger in saloons, the second cornerstone of its culture. JazzAge revelers embraced the subterfuge of speakeasies, closed clubs, and rent parties; however, old-time sports deﬁned themselves through their overt, everyday
rejection of respectable norms. Without brothels and saloons—the essential commercial institutions of their society—the members of the sporting class lost both
their audience and the stage on which they had proudly ﬂaunted their disreputable way of life. Secrecy strengthens some cultures, but it destroyed the sporting
world.
Prohibition also shattered the precarious control the remaining anti-vice reformers maintained on urban social order. Even before its passage, some reformers predicted the devastating effect that a bone-dry policy would have on
ﬁghting commercial vice. Yet, despite the fact that many anti-district reformers did
not support Prohibition, Prohibition stands as the quintessence of early-twentiethcentury moral reform. Certainly, the anti-vice movement inﬂuenced both the
passage of the Eighteenth Amendment and the enforcement of National Prohibition. The 1919 Volstead Act, which deﬁned the parameters of Prohibition, drew on
the regulatory rationale informing both the Mann Act of 1910 and the Harrison
Narcotic Act of 1914.≤ Moreover, the experiences of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Treasury Department, which administered the Harrison Act,
combined with the example set by the Commission on Training Camp Activities,
appeared to prove not only that the federal government could successfully mandate moral standards, but that it could also enforce something as momentous as
National Prohibition. Finally, the Draft Act of May 18, 1917, enabled the Commission on Training Camp Activities both to close tolerated tenderloins (Section 13)
and enact wartime prohibition (Section 12).≥ The intersection of these inﬂuences
means that the history of the red-light districts’ closure remains forever tied to the
impact of the Eighteenth Amendment on urban vice.
The closure of the vice districts fundamentally altered America’s cityscape at
the same time that Prohibition irrevocably changed the economics of vice. Lawenforcement ofﬁcials, however, continued to work within the conceptual framework of anti-vice reform in their pursuit of liquor-law violators. Anti-vice policies
were uniform and national, as Progressive reformers had wished, but their enforcement, whether competent or incompetent, exceeded the inﬂuence of private
reform associations. The cities’ political machines continued to cooperate with
crime bosses, yet urban reformers, having turned to the federal government to
crush local stalemates, could no longer broker compromises with municipal ofﬁcials to counterbalance the corrupt alliances between ring politicians and the
purveyors of vice. Thus, the anti-trust rhetoric that enabled the federal govern-
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ment to close the red-light districts, and the regulatory armature that reform
politicians created with the help of that rhetoric, nationalized policing and organized crime.∂

making a killing
The Vice Trust served as a powerful metaphor in anti-district propaganda, but in
one of the great ironies of urban reform, the enforcement infrastructure that antivice reformers developed to ﬁght this ﬁctive construction resulted in the development of true crime cartels. The passage of the Eighteenth Amendment opened up
monopoly opportunities within urban vice inconceivable in the loosely organized
markets of the prewar vice districts. In the 1920s, a few prescient individuals from
the sporting class took control of the illicit liquor trade. By controlling the alcohol
supply to disreputable entertainment venues, canny district operators such as
Johnny Torrio in Chicago, Arnold Rothstein in New York, and Max Hoff in
Philadelphia created highly lucrative crime cartels. These syndicates kept the
price of alcohol up and competition among different bootlegging gangs down.
They subordinated the once-powerful district proprietors, creating whole new
hierarchies of underworld prestige, as they dictated from whom venue owners
would buy their alcohol and at what price. Prohibition changed the organization
and economics of illicit enterprise.∑
Prior to the ratiﬁcation of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919, the business of
vice was proﬁtable, but not disproportionately so, when compared to reputable
commercial recreation. Most vice-district proprietors, both male and female, ran
their businesses with varying degrees of success, yet no one, even if he or she
owned a string of brothels, dance halls, and popular cafés, made the kind of
fortunes that middle-level gangsters amassed during Prohibition.∏ Ada and Minna
Everleigh, who owned the Chicago Levee’s poshest brothel before Prohibition,
reportedly earned $100,000 annually, while Johnny Torrio, who became one of
the city’s most powerful gangsters in the 1920s, managed a dollar house with seven
women for ‘‘Big Jim’’ Colosimo in Chicago’s Levee. In one week in 1912, he netted
approximately $300, including the sale of beer, a comfortable but not spectacular
sum.π As independent entrepreneurs, district proprietors achieved high status
through political connections and their reputations as ‘‘good fellows,’’ not through
the economic control of the district.
In the 1920s, however, as power shifted from venue proprietors to alcohol
suppliers, urban vice turned incredibly lucrative. The sale of drinks at inﬂated
prices had always kept district establishments in the black, but controlling the
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distribution of alcohol to disreputable venues brought in even more money than
selling drinks to customers at sporting house prices.∫ In 1921, a relatively anonymous New York gangster called Steinberg, ﬁrst name and underworld sobriquet
unknown, netted a little over three-quarters of a million dollars. In 1925, the
Genna gang, which controlled Chicago’s Near West Side, supposedly grossed
$350,000 per month from liquor sales, of which $150,000 was proﬁt. Meanwhile,
Edwin Olson, the U.S. district attorney in Chicago, estimated that the TorrioCapone operation ran a $70 million-a-year enterprise and that Torrio and Capone
each netted about $100,000 per week, quite a difference from the $300 per week
Torrio earned only a decade earlier.Ω The cartelization of the illicit alcohol trade
distinguished the earnings of the commercialized vice proprietors from the fortunes of organized crime bosses.
During Prohibition, cartelizing vice meant controlling the wholesale alcohol
trade. Cartels are brokered agreements among businesses that keep prices up and
proﬁt-cutting competition down. Through cartels, different producers selling the
same product collude to set prices, control market distribution, and prevent competitors from entering the market. In other words, cartels allow the many to act
like a monopoly. This market control makes cartels extremely proﬁtable.∞≠ For
example, in Rockford, Illinois, in the early 1930s, Sam Capriola, Louis Dodaro,
and William D’Agostin controlled the wholesale liquor supply, and whisky sold
for ‘‘$6 per gallon for quantities over 100 gallons and $6.25 for lesser amounts.’’ In
Portland, Oregon, where no such cooperation among wholesalers existed, whisky
sold for $3 per gallon.∞∞ By comparison, in 1909, mediocre whisky sold for $1.40
per gallon.∞≤ Cartelization came at a price, however. When the gangs succeeded
in working together, they made millions, but when they fought, the winners made
millions and the losing gang leaders died bloody deaths.∞≥
The career of Chicago gangster Johnny Torrio illustrates the changes in commercial vice during the early twentieth century. Torrio, a Neapolitan immigrant
whose involvement in the Chicago underworld spanned Clifford Roe’s white slavery crusades in the early 1910s through to the bloody Beer Wars of the mid-1920s,
exempliﬁes the possibilities for power and proﬁt that Prohibition opened up for
district men. Both gangsters and government ofﬁcials believed that Torrio, the
man who mentored Al Capone, changed commercial vice from a localized and
entrepreneurial endeavor into an organized and wildly proﬁtable regional cartel.
Torrio, whose parents immigrated to the United States in 1884 when he was
two, started out as a numbers runner and brothel manager in Brooklyn. In 1909,
already well respected and known as a peacemaker, Torrio went to Chicago when
‘‘Big Jim’’ Colosimo asked for his help to run off some blackmailers. Impressing
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Colosimo with his tact, his intelligence, and ultimately his ruthlessness, Torrio
stayed on in Chicago and began to manage Colosimo’s accounts and the Saratoga, the latter’s Levee resort on 22nd Street.∞∂ Over the next few years, Torrio saw
white slavery crusader Clifford Roe take down Maurice and Julia Van Bever,
owners of a brothel one block up from Colosimo’s whorehouse on Armour Avenue, and witnessed Mayor Carter Harrison oust the Everleigh sisters from the
district in 1911 in a ﬁt of pique. Watching the waves of reform, including State’s
Attorney John Wayman’s implementation of the Chicago Vice Commission’s
recommendation to close the Levee in 1912, Torrio decided that geographic centralization made poor business sense and that specializing in prostitution left
Colosimo’s ventures economically vulnerable. Colosimo was only partially convinced. Like other district proprietors, he had seen moral reform campaigns come
and go. His businesses made good money, and geographic stability meant that
customers knew where to ﬁnd his brothels and café.∞∑ So Colosimo coasted, but
he gave Torrio the autonomy to investigate the political climate in Chicago’s
suburbs. Finding corrupt, or corruptible, administrations in Burnham, Stickney,
and Cicero, Torrio gambled that geographic dispersion would spread the political
risk of simultaneous crackdowns, while automobiles would overcome the distance between his new venues and the Chicago residences of his customers.
When World War I came, the Commission on Training Camp Activities caught
other Levee proprietors ﬂat-footed, but Torrio was more than ready.∞∏
After the Armistice, when wartime prohibition went from an emergency measure to a federal amendment, Torrio approached Colosimo about buying the
region’s illegal breweries and establishing networks to distribute alcohol. Once
again Colosimo did not see the point, and once again Torrio disagreed. This time,
however, Torrio needed true authority to implement his plan, so with Colosimo
unwilling to innovate, Torrio arranged his death. After Colosimo’s assassination
on 11 May 1920, Torrio took over the sale of illicit alcohol in the Greater Chicago
area. As part of his plan, Torrio, now the uncontested boss of commercial vice,
brokered a peace among the different gangs who, before the war, had idled in the
saloons and pool halls of the tolerated tenderloins.∞π Where once they worked as
strongarm men and strikebreakers, or relied on prostitutes to support them, district
men came into their own with Prohibition. Under the watchful eye of Torrio in
Chicago, Frankie Yale in Brooklyn, Charles Solomon in Boston, and Joseph
Roman in Denver, these gangsters distributed alcohol to the soda shops, speakeasies, and nightclubs in their areas. They forced the proprietors of these places to
buy the syndicate’s liquor, and collected a percentage of the venues’ take.∞∫ In
return, the syndicate offered protection from police raids and from rivals trying to
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muscle in on the business. By controlling the alcohol trade in Chicago, Torrio
brought the once loosely connected proprietors of gambling dens, houses of
prostitution, dance halls, and pool rooms under his economic auspices. In this
context of hostile takeovers and economic expansion, Torrio, needing men he
could trust, invited Al Capone to come to Chicago from Brooklyn in 1920. Capone, the quintessential crime boss, came to epitomize the new underworld.∞Ω
If the emblematic male ﬁgure of the turn-of-the-century tenderloins was the
pimp, then the gangster represented Prohibition-era vice. Like other soon-tobe-famous racketeers, including ‘‘Legs’’ Diamond, ‘‘Dutch’’ Schultz, ‘‘Greasy
Thumb’’ Guzik, ‘‘Waxey’’ Gordon, and ‘‘Lucky’’ Luciano, ‘‘Scarface Al’’ Capone
had worked in, yet remained economically peripheral to, the disreputable vice
venues of the prewar period. Managing pool halls, pimping in dance halls, dealing stuss in gambling dens, and selling drugs in saloons, men like these participated in district society but, until Prohibition, they lacked status.≤≠ As they gained
prestige, they embraced new gender roles at odds with the masculinity espoused
by the sporting world. Where the conspicuously indolent pimp waited for his
prostitutes to bring him money, the new gangster went out and made his own.
Moreover, young men now made it clear to anyone who inquired that they
repudiated the pimp and his way of life. When asked about available women,
waiters and speakeasy managers protested that they were not ‘‘a F——ing pimp,’’ a
‘‘cuntseller,’’ or a ‘‘whoremaster.’’≤∞ A gangster may have had a lover, or more than
one, but he supported her. The ‘‘gun moll’’ was now a gangster’s girlfriend, not a
thief in her own right.≤≤ Unlike the prewar pimps, these men prided themselves
on being go-getters.
Journalists occasionally emphasized the background of bootleggers; however,
in the 1920s, gangsters cared more about organizational viability than ethnic
homogeneity.≤≥ Even the Torrio-Capone operation, considered the prototype of
the American Maﬁa, included men from a wide variety of backgrounds. Indeed,
Torrio and Capone both came from Naples, the home of the Camorra, not Sicily,
the home of the Maﬁa.≤∂ Moreover, while Torrio and Capone collaborated with
the Sicilian Genna brothers, they also crafted alliances with the WASP Joseph
Stenson and the Irishmen Frankie Lake and Terry Druggan.≤∑ Torrio’s main
competitor, Dion O’Bannion, ran a mostly Irish gang, but when the latter died,
ﬁrst Hymie Weiss and then George ‘‘Bugs’’ Moran succeeded him. Weiss, despite
his apparent Jewish ethnicity, was Polish, having been born Earl Wajciechowski.
Moran’s alias was similarly misleading. Baptized Adelard Cunin, Moran had a
French-Canadian mother and a father from Alsace-Lorraine.≤∏ Thus even when a
gang showed an apparent ethnic coherence, closer examination of its personnel
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revealed diverse social, if not economic, origins. This generalization also held true
outside of Chicago. Bootleggers came from a wide variety of backgrounds and
readily overlooked their allies’ ethnic antecedents in their pursuit of proﬁt.≤π
Commentators similarly viewed the way immigrants and the children of immigrants exploited the economic opportunities opened up by Prohibition as a sign of
how well these men had assimilated into American society. Their can-do attitude
and ruthless efﬁciency meant that they had embraced American economic models, a far more terrifying prospect than inner-city ethnic cabals.≤∫ Cooperation, not
ethnicity, made gang members a threat.
With a new way of doing business, racketeers developed a recognizable style
that Hollywood moviemakers soon exploited. As with sporting men, gangsters
embraced conspicuous consumption. Pinstripe suits, plush overcoats, boutonnieres, diamond tie-pins, and spats are now clichéd gangster garb, but in the 1920s,
they carried important meanings. More than just a sign of success, a gangster’s
clothes told nightclub proprietors, gambling-hall managers, and speakeasy owners
what he did, while the extravagance of his dress showed where he stood in the
syndicate’s hierarchy.≤Ω Lavish accoutrements reinforced the message of monopoly power, but another signiﬁer from the period enforced it: the Thompson submachine gun.≥≠
After the passage of Prohibition, urban vice turned deadly. Economists argue
that cartelization encourages violence in illicit enterprise. Unlike legal businesses
that can turn to the courts, crime syndicates use force and foul play to protect their
markets, discourage competitors, and settle disputes.≥∞ A few tenderloin notables
died bloody deaths during the Progressive era, but their murders were unusual
occurrences that the press covered in great detail.≥≤ During Prohibition, however,
killings became routine.≥≥ In Gary, Indiana, Gaspar Monte, the so-called King of
Little Italy, died in March 1923 because he agreed to testify for the federal government about Mayor Roswell Johnson’s and Judge William Dunn’s complicity in
the city’s liquor trafﬁc. The day before the trial started, assassins gunned Monte
down an hour after the funeral of Tony Cucinella, himself a victim of gang
warfare.≥∂ Six years later, when Irving Wexler, alias Waxey Gordon, wanted to
consolidate his control of the beer business in northern New Jersey, he murdered
two of the four owners of the Eureka Brewery.≥∑ These examples are unexceptional. The same story of duplicitous dealings and murder as a ﬁrst resort played
out in cities across the country. Only when a nationally renowned crime boss such
as Arnold Rothstein was assassinated, or when a syndicate took out a rival gang, as
in the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, did newspapers give these events the same
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coverage they previously accorded the murders of relative minor district ﬁgures
during the Progressive era.≥∏
This escalation in violence indicated that the business of vice was no longer a
loose market run by a range of sporting men and women, but a monopoly under
the control of a few individuals. The Chicago Beer Wars of the mid-1920s bear out
this contention. Johnny Torrio, despite a fracas with the O’Donnell gang in 1923,
held Chicago’s disparate gangs together for four years with only a few killings to
keep them in line.≥π This détente ended in 1924 when Dion O’Bannion, who
belonged to the Torrio organization, decided that he wanted more. Increasingly
insubordinate, O’Bannion refused to give Torrio a cut of his Cicero enterprises or
‘‘make nice’’ with the Genna gang. Arranging a raid on a brewery he sold to Torrio
as a supposed gesture of reconciliation, O’Bannion set Torrio up for a fall. On 19
May 1924, O’Bannion met Torrio at the brewery to oversee one last shipment of
beer, but O’Bannion had tipped off the federal authorities about the delivery.
After the police raid, Torrio found himself in the hands of the U.S. District
Attorney, not the local ofﬁcials whom he ‘‘owned.’’ Six months later, O’Bannion
died, gunned down in his ﬂower shop, a casualty of the gang war that erupted in
Torrio’s absence.≥∫
And so began the Beer Wars that gave Chicago its reputation as the bloodiest of
all Prohibition-era cities. Cartels are unstable, even under the best of circumstances. That Torrio kept his multimillion-dollar enterprise intact for four years
testiﬁes to his business acumen and his canny mix of diplomacy and brutality. In
1925, having survived an assassination attempt by the O’Bannionites because his
killer ran out of bullets before the coup de grace, Torrio lost his willingness to wage
the kind of war necessary to bring his shattered cartel back into order. While
serving a nine-month prison sentence resulting from the ill-fated brewery raid,
Torrio deeded his empire over to Al Capone, a man ready to use violent means to
rebuild Torrio’s trust. Four years later, after the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre
eliminated the last of the O’Bannion gang, Capone stood as the uncontested
leader of organized crime in Chicago.≥Ω
Both contemporary commentators and subsequent historians have emphasized the increased verticality of crime during Prohibition, but they missed the
fact that horizontal integration—speciﬁcally, monopoly control of the wholesale
liquor market—mattered more for the pioneers of organized crime than vertical
integration. After a gang cornered the wholesale market, branching out into
distribution, transportation, and retail sales logically followed, but without horizontal control, competing syndicates battled for dominance. Until a syndicate
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achieved horizontal control, either through cartelization or the elimination of
competitors, vertical integration meant little to a gang’s long-term survival. In an
open market, even the most tightly organized, hierarchical crew suffered from
diminished income and cutthroat competition.

padlocks, proprietors, and parties
In this context of enormous proﬁts and extreme violence, the once-innovative
methods law-enforcement ofﬁcers inherited from Progressive reformers proved
ineffective. Sometimes federal agents succeeded where local ofﬁcials could not,
but jurisdictional ambiguity created incredible enforcement woes. After the
ratiﬁcation of the Eighteenth Amendment, the executive branch was loath to
encroach on states’ rights, although most states thought that the federal government should shoulder the economic and administrative burden of enforcing
National Prohibition.∂≠ Despite local expectations, treasury department ofﬁcials
believed that they should only pursue the large-scale enterprises, leaving the
household stills, basement speakeasies, and low-level dealers to state and municipal authorities. But ﬁghting scatteration, the inevitable result of breaking up big
operations, required the support of both the police force and the local populace,
something that Prohibition lacked in the areas federal agents thought needed
cleaning up the most.∂∞
With both a new market structure and a new regulatory regime, vice proprietors suffered a loss of prestige as they struggled to keep their venues open and their
customers satisﬁed. In general, if speakeasy proprietors ran their joints quietly and
sorted matters out with the cops on the beat and the precinct captain, they could
keep their establishments going without too much ofﬁcial interference. ‘‘New
York could support a handful of luxurious speakeasies and a great number of
dirtier, darker, unadorned places,’’ observed Stanley Walker, city editor of the New
York Herald Tribune; however, ‘‘the big place, with its Babylonian gardens and
costly mirrors, might make money for a time, but unless protection was sure, it was
a safe bet that sooner or later it would be wrecked.’’∂≤ As a result, proprietors
needed to budget bribes for government ofﬁcials and lower their expectations
about their venue’s ambience.
Sometimes this tribute took the form of a unit tax. In Thermopolis, Wyoming,
retailers paid $1 for each gallon of whisky and each case of beer.∂≥ Elsewhere,
proprietors paid a weekly or monthly fee. In Earlsboro, Oklahoma, that meant
handing over $5 or $10 per week to the triumvirate consisting of Marion Fuller, the
chief of police; Homer Knappenberger, the mayor; and Frank Fox, the county
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sheriff. Unfortunately, the triumvirate’s collectors grew overzealous, shaking down
bootleggers and proprietors two or three times a week. Fearing that the bootleggers
would kick up a fuss, Fuller turned to a unit scheme where wholesalers paid $2 for
every case of beer and every gallon of whisky, half of which went to the city police
and half to the county authorities.∂∂ In Wallace, Idaho, however, city ofﬁcials
started to pursue a policy in 1927 that was ‘‘not in vogue within the past few years.’’
They charged brothels $20 per month and gambling dens $40 per month for the
privilege of selling liquor, but instead of pocketing the cash, Wallace’s ofﬁcials
siphoned it into the city budget.∂∑ Still, even after bribing local authorities, proprietors risked federal ofﬁcials shutting down their venues as public nuisances. And
most proprietors agreed that prohibition agents demanded the greatest payoffs with
the least amount of courtesy.∂∏
Cities had always faced difﬁculties in punishing liquor-law violators. Policemen saw their jobs as keeping order, not imposing moral standards at odds with
urban norms. This attitude explained their support for vice districts before the war
and their toleration of low-proﬁle speakeasies during Prohibition.∂π The police
tried to close up the places serving poisonous alcohol and sought to eliminate the
‘‘clip joints’’ that exploited suckers to the limit. Soaking their patrons with bills that
far exceeded the cost of the actual amount of alcohol imbibed, clip-joint managers gladly accepted checks in lieu of cash, but then they declared the ﬁrst few
signatures indistinct and promised to tear up the ‘‘worthless’’ checks. The next
day, however, marks found themselves out of the cumulative value of the checks
they wrote and any IOUs that they had guaranteed.∂∫ Unlike speakeasies, these
places gave cities a bad name and the police happily put them out of business. A
little illegality, as long as it did not create too public a nuisance, kept people happy
and padded the police’s pockets, but larcenous intimidation and poisoning the
populace agitated both wets and drys.
Juries rarely had a problem with people who sold alcohol after closing hours or
on Sunday, especially if they did it quietly and behind closed doors. To ordinary
men-on-the-street, saloonkeepers were good fellows who provided an appreciated
service.∂Ω After the passage of Prohibition, juries accorded the same leniency to
speakeasy proprietors and low-level bootleggers selling a couple of cases of beer or
a few gallons of gin.∑≠ Selling a few drinks reﬂected positively on a man’s reputation. And without having to worry about arrests endangering their liquor licenses,
retailers readily took the risk. In 1926, with a ﬁve-month backlog for Prohibition
cases in New York City and juries reluctant to convict, journalist Morris Markey
reported with sly derision that Emory Buckner, the district attorney, and Lincoln C. Andrews, the treasury department ofﬁcial in charge of prohibition en-
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forcement, ‘‘advocated drastic changes in criminal procedure, asking that the
Constitution be amended if necessary so that a man may be sent to jail for
Prohibition violation without the right of jury trial.’’∑∞ Prosecutors did not have to
take such extreme measures, they just needed to change their tactics.
The unwillingness of juries to convict, and the marginal impact that the few
convictions had on the retail market forced law-enforcement ofﬁcials to follow the
lead of Progressive-era anti-vice reformers and turn to the courts of equity. Now
called ‘‘padlocking’’ rather than the more cumbersome ‘‘injunction and abatement proceedings,’’ these actions closed public nuisances in order to prevent
future misuse of the property.∑≤ The civil court judges, in contrast to the criminal
court’s juries, shared the government’s disgust for liquor sellers. When granting an
injunction, which the judges did more often than not, they ordered a place locked
for a year—premises to remain vacant—and all the alcohol, furniture, and ﬁxtures
either destroyed or sold off at auction.∑≥ Padlocking proved disastrous for proprietors with any investment in their venues. ‘‘Prohibition’s toll has fattened largely on
those places the town could spare least: the colourful, traditional eating and
drinking establishments,’’ the wits at the New Yorker lamented. ‘‘The padlock is no
great threat for the newcomer, who can move east or west as the enforcement
needs of the moment dictate. But against the places which depend for success on
traditional association with a particular locality, it has been a real weapon.’’∑∂
Without liquor licensing to control the number of venues, anyone who rented a
room and bought a batch of liquor from a bootlegger could call himself a speakeasy proprietor.∑∑
Closing the saloon, like closing the brothel, disaggregated services. If people
wanted to drink when they went to a nightclub or roadhouse, they brought their
own hip ﬂasks and bought mixers from the proprietors. These ‘‘set-ups’’ usually
consisted of a bottle of ginger ale, cracked ice, and a glass. Proprietors compensated for their loss of income from selling alcohol by charging exorbitant prices for
set-ups.∑∏ In 1925, just outside of Denver, the owners of the Boulevard Café sold
bottles of ginger ale or mineral water at $2 apiece, approximately ﬁfteen times the
price in legitimate soda shops.∑π That same year, in New York City at least, the
worst nonbranded alcohol retailed at $1 a pint or more.∑∫ With the average unskilled worker earning only $3.64 per day, going out drinking during Prohibition
meant spending more money than most Americans could afford, even in the
prosperous 1920s.∑Ω
Some managers allowed their patrons to keep the alcohol they brought with
them in full view, while others tried for greater subtlety. One savvy Miami proprietor posted cards warning ‘‘The Prohibition Law is strictly enforced here. Please
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help us obey the law.’’ Nevertheless, the management provided shelves under the
tabletops so that customers could hide the bottles they brought with them.∏≠
Unfortunately, even when venue owners did not actually sell alcohol, they remained vulnerable to padlocking.∏∞ After all, despite the separation of services,
such proprietors ‘‘furnished the facilities for tippling with the intent and expectation that the guests would be attracted thereby,’’ a Colorado district judge observed. ‘‘In fact large numbers of patrons came to the [roadhouse] and remained
until the small hours of the morning for the purpose of consuming their intoxicating liquor in fancied security.’’∏≤ By allowing patrons to drink on their premises,
and by providing them with overpriced mixers to make the moonshine more
palatable, proprietors proﬁted from violating liquor laws, thus turning their places
into a public nuisance.
Always more reliant on transient trade than they liked to admit, hotel owners
also went through difﬁcult times during Prohibition. Although hoteliers sometimes tried to keep their grills, restaurants, and cafés open, losing the right to
sell alcohol seriously affected even the most prosperous hotel’s proﬁtability. The
Knickerbocker Hotel in New York City went bankrupt because of the Eighteenth
Amendment. ‘‘ ‘The bar in the Knickerbocker used to take in four thousand
dollars a day,’ observed Mr. Regan, [a former employee], ‘and when you remove
four thousand dollars of proﬁtable daily revenue from a hotel’s receipts, you have
to do some tall thinking to make them up.’ ’’∏≥ In Washington State, the Butler
Hotel played the same game as the roadhouses, allowing patrons to bring liquor
into the exclusive Rose Room, a restaurant and entertainment venue. The highclass status of their clientele did not, however, protect the hotel from padlocking.
When the owners appealed to the district court for leniency, citing the restaurant’s
necessity in the running of the hotel, the judges allowed the owners to keep
it open through the dinner hour. Managers needed to close the restaurant at
nine p.m., however, because after that the government agents observed a precipitous drop in both the adherence to liquor laws and the quality of the customers
served.∏∂ Rather than take such risks, some hotel owners closed their cafés and
turned their ground ﬂoors into storefronts, renting the space out to bazaars—retail
outlets for anything other than food and drink.∏∑
Prohibition affected the distribution of alcohol and the economics of running a
joint, but it also led to the decline in proprietors’ prestige. Where district proprietors once sat at the top of the sporting world’s social hierarchy, now bootleggers
deﬁned the acme of underworld status. In the heyday of the red-light districts,
owners of disreputable venues risked the loss of their liquor licenses and the
closure of their premises during periodic campaigns to clean up the city, but they
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never worried about threats from the alcohol dealers who supplied their venues.
During Prohibition, however, proprietors still chanced incurring ofﬁcial wrath,
but they also feared getting caught in the turf wars of bootleggers. Buying alcohol
from the wrong wholesaler could result in the bombing of their venue.∏∏ Even
under less-hostile circumstances, gangsters demanded deference and strongly
recommended that proprietors buy their products and accept their ‘‘protection’’;
otherwise, they would put the owners out of business.∏π No matter the relationship
of owner to supplier, once proprietors went bankrupt from repeated raids, they
required the help of gangsters to reestablish themselves. If drinking venues lost
their ‘‘draperies, panelings, mirrors, carpets, bars, paintings, the ﬁnest kitchen
equipment’’ through ofﬁcial action, that loss affected the owner more than his
bootlegger. Selling liquor mattered more to gangsters than the atmosphere created by proprietors for their customers.∏∫
Proprietors also lost status because, frankly, with the disaggregation of services,
neither bootleggers nor customers needed them. Prohibition laws penalized the
seller, not the buyer, a loophole that those with enough money to buy directly
from bootleggers exploited to their advantage.∏Ω Drinking at home or at the home
of friends, meant never worrying about getting raided. As long as the hosts refused
payment for the alcohol they served, they stayed on the licit side of the legal
distinctions between public and private, commercial and recreational. Private
residences did not qualify as public nuisances.π≠ This dodge encouraged the wild
parties that gave the Roaring Twenties their notoriety as a decade devoted to good
times, a stereotype enshrined in the movies and literature of the period.π∞ In The
Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald described one such bash. ‘‘By midnight the
hilarity had increased. A celebrated tenor had sung in Italian, and a notorious
contralto had sung in jazz, and between the numbers people were doing ‘stunts’
all over the garden, while happy, vacuous bursts of laughter rose toward the
summer sky. A pair of stage twins . . . did a baby act in costume, and champagne
was served in glasses bigger than ﬁnger-bowls.’’π≤ Ironically, Gatsby’s virtual absence as a host reﬂected the insigniﬁcance of a strong managerial presence, even
at private parties. Whether going to a speakeasy or to a splendid mansion, people
did not care who owned the joint as long as they could get together and drink.π≥
Wealthy men and women embraced the ethos of having a good time, but that
did not mean that they admired the sporting class. The sporting world played at
exclusivity, but Jazz-Age revelers practiced it. Nightclubs necessitated membership, speakeasies only unlocked their doors to those who knew the passwords, and
roadhouses required cars to reach them, encouraging visits from self-contained
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cliques.π∂ Ellin Mackay, a self-proclaimed postdebutante and future wife of Irving
Berlin, explained in 1925 that her generation chose to go to cabarets not ‘‘as our
Elders would have it, because ‘we enjoy rubbing elbows with all sorts and kinds of
people,’ ’’ but rather because ‘‘we are fastidious.’’ Mackay and her peers would
rather go to a cabaret with a small, exclusive party and ignore the rest of the
patrons than attend a society function and mix with the ‘‘extremely unalluring
specimens’’ of the stag line.π∑ Members of the sporting class rarely disguised their
mercenary motives, welcoming anyone with cash-in-hand; yet for all their pecuniary disregard, participants in slumming parties perpetuated a class snobbery that
reinforced social divisions rather than superseded them.
Sporting women suffered the most in the transition from controlled toleration
to prohibition. In Western boomtowns, which local ofﬁcials ran as wide open as
federal ofﬁcials allowed, madams retained a level of control proportionate to the
old-time tenderloins. But generally the elimination of the districts and the closure
of the brothels meant an increasing number of male proprietors of clandestine
venues and a corresponding decrease in power for women.π∏ Now when women
owned a venue, they almost invariably did so with their husbands.ππ Prostitutes
also had a harder time making their way in the post-district sexual economy. In big
cities, the market split into a small elite class of women who attended the cabarets
and nightclubs, spent the night with a single man, and charged up to $30 a trick.
Sometimes working as chorus girls in the popular reviews of the period, these
women blurred the line between mistress and independent prostitute.π∫ In New
Orleans, madam Willie Piazza joked that country-club girls destroyed her business; while not technically true, sporting women lost both economic and cultural
status in the 1920s.πΩ
Less-attractive women could not enter the rareﬁed world of upper-class clubbing, let alone survive within it. These women relied on pimps, worked as hostesses in speakeasies, or tried to make a go of it in gangster-run roadhouses. Roadhouses catered primarily to a clientele of mixed-sex parties that came in by the
carload, but on occasion, roadhouse proprietors also staffed women to entertain
all-male stag parties. They danced with the customers, encouraged them to drink,
and solicited them to go upstairs for sex.∫≠ In the prewar districts, madams usually
received half of a prostitute’s earnings; however, in syndicate places in Chicago,
the male proprietors demanded half of what the women earned and then took
another 10 percent, which the syndicate ‘‘pooled together . . . to pay ﬁnes and for
legal advice.’’ Still exploited, low-status prostitutes now needed to cover their own
protection costs, even though they sacriﬁced their independence by working in a
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venue rather than on the street.∫∞ Once central to district society, after Prohibition
prostitutes became liminal ﬁgures eking out a desperate existence on the edges of
the criminal underworld.
With the Eighteenth Amendment, the Anti-Saloon League banned all legal
drinking venues, from the perfectly respectable working-class barroom to the most
decadent sporting resort. By this criterion, they succeeded in their mission. Saloons no longer featured as an integral part of the urban landscape, and alcoholpeddling proprietors no longer presided as the jolliest of jolly good fellows in the
sporting world. During Prohibition, venue owners lost power as gangsters dictated
what booze they would buy and which resorts they would run. Proprietors also lost
their cultural authority as the class status of their clientele increased. With only
the wealthy able to afford the exorbitant prices for alcohol, nightclub and roadhouse managers drifted into the background, subsumed into the category of
servants catering to their customers’ needs. For the postwar generation, partying
mattered more than the places to which they went.

income tax and criminal conspiracies
Unable to eliminate all the outlets for alcohol, state and federal authorities turned
their attention to drying up the sources of supply and imprisoning the higher-ups.
Mythology about Prohibition makes much of the fact that the Internal Revenue
Service brought down Al Capone when no one else could, but the Treasury
Department intended from the very beginning to use unpaid taxes as a way to
incarcerate bootleggers. The idea of employing the federal income tax merely
came a few years later, yet it followed logically from both the legislative intent of
Congress and from the administrative structure of the Treasury Department. The
legal ofﬁces of the Internal Revenue Service specialized in looking for innovative
ways to collect taxes and prosecute those who would evade paying the money they
owed the government. With lawyers trained in both civil and criminal law, the
Treasury Department aggressively sought to expand the range of actions that its
agents could take while pursuing their intended targets. The law ofﬁces insured
that the lessons learned by one branch of the Internal Revenue Service beneﬁted
every agent working for the Treasury Department.∫≤
The federal government used their right to tax as their justiﬁcation for policing
the sale of alcohol. The United States did not have a national police force, and no
one in Washington, DC, or in the state capitols wanted the federal government
to build one. The policing that did exist was specialized work through a hodgepodge of departments. With the Mann Act, the government succeeded in twisting

the syndicate

129

the Interstate Commerce Clause to regulate what most people perceived as a
moral issue, but the alcohol trade needed a rationale that allowed federal authorities to supervise the trafﬁc within the states, not just between them. Since the
Treasury Department taxed alcohol, tobacco, and oleomargarine, it already had a
claim for Prohibition enforcement.∫≥ In 1917, with only 507 distilleries operating, a
decrease of almost a hundred from 1916, the government still collected over $187
million from the already-existing taxes on distilled spirits, fruit brandy, and wine.
This ﬁgure represented 23 percent of all the revenue collected that year.∫∂ People
believed that the Treasury Department’s knowledge of the legitimate market
would aid its agents immeasurably when it came time to enforce Prohibition.
Even before the ratiﬁcation of the Eighteenth Amendment, the Treasury Department succeeded in using taxation as a way to regulate illicit products. The
Harrison Narcotic Act, passed in 1914, forbid the sale of opiates and coca derivatives except through registered professionals. Doctors could write prescriptions for
patients under their care, and pharmacists could ﬁll the prescriptions issued, but
the days of over-the-counter sales and bike messengers delivering standing orders
to addicts had passed.∫∑ Between 1915 and 1919, the Treasury Department managed to win a few key court cases upholding the Harrison Act that would eventually strengthen their power to enforce Prohibition. In 1915, for example, in
United States v. Jin Fuey Moy, the Supreme Court afﬁrmed that the moral intent
behind a revenue measure did not negate its legitimacy as a tax.∫∏ In 1919, the
Justices decided in Webb v. United States that in certain instances the government
had the power to determine the parameters of appropriate practice for physicians.∫π These wins legitimized the Treasury Department’s police powers and
closed some key potential loopholes for evading the ban on liquor.
The Webb case carried important ramiﬁcations. Most signiﬁcantly, it discredited doctors and their right to medicalize the discourse of drug enforcement in
particular and moral enforcement more generally. Doctors had long debated the
merits of prescribing opiates to addicts to stave off their withdrawals, but when
Webb reached the Supreme Court, the Court afﬁrmed the anti-maintenance
orthodoxy and decreed that physicians who pursued any course of treatment that
did not involve weaning their patients off of opiates violated the law.∫∫ With private
practitioners banned from prescribing opiates to addicts, a number of municipalities stepped in to address the problem of their addict populations. As many as
sixty municipalities—including Atlanta, Georgia, New Haven, Connecticut, and
Youngstown, Ohio—established maintenance clinics to ease the suffering of their
city’s addicts. The Treasury Department, however, concluded that Webb also
made these clinics illegal and harassed city ofﬁcials into closing them.∫Ω In
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Shreveport, Louisiana, Willis Butler, who operated the longest-running clinic,
had both the police and the city council strongly behind him. When federal
agents came to town, everyone from the chief of police and parish sheriff to the
district court judge protested that the clinic eliminated the city’s illicit trafﬁc in
narcotics and signiﬁcantly reduced street crime.Ω≠ The Treasury Department
closed the Shreveport clinic anyway in February 1923, thus ending ‘‘legal access to
organized maintenance treatment’’ until 1965, when Marie Nyswander and Vincent Dole opened an experimental methadone clinic in New York City.Ω∞
Besides disastrously affecting the quality of life for addicts, the Treasury Department’s anti-maintenance policy also effectively prevented municipalities from
countermanding federal policy with local health initiatives. In contrast to morphine maintenance, which continued to have a few reputable adherents, physicians who insisted that drinkers needed access to alcohol remained entirely
suspect; however, from the perspective of social-order policing, the Treasury Department’s closure of the clinics mattered most as a preemptory strike against local
public health ofﬁcials asserting their authority over issues the federal government deemed within their regulatory purview. After Webb, city public health departments could not establish alcohol dispensaries where doctors could register
users, record consumption, and regulate the alcohol trade. In the United States,
moral absolutism trumped medicalization. The Treasury Department successfully turned the power to tax into the power to set social policy.
In 1921, Congress passed the Willis-Campbell Act, which strengthened the
earlier Volstead Act. On the same day, in the Revenue Act of 1921, Congress
dropped ‘‘lawful’’ as a modiﬁer describing taxable businesses, the ﬁrst tax revision
since 1913.Ω≤ The Treasury Department took this legislative synchronicity to mean
that they could prosecute bootleggers for unpaid income taxes. In 1922, federal
agents arrested Manley Sullivan of South Carolina for failing to ﬁle a tax return
on the $10,000 he made the previous year. Outraged, Sullivan sued, contending
that paying taxes on illegally acquired income meant confessing to the crimes he
committed while making that money. In other words, by expecting him to pay
income taxes, the Treasury Department required Sullivan to incriminate himself,
a violation of his Fifth Amendment rights. In 1926, the Circuit Court of Appeals
agreed with Sullivan’s contention, but the Supreme Court overturned the decision a year later.Ω≥ Government counsel successfully argued that the Internal
Revenue Service’s 1040 form only asked for general information about the taxpayer’s business, ‘‘none of which in itself constitutes proof of unlawful dealings.’’
The Supreme Court Justices declared taxing illicit income constitutionally valid,
although Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. noted in his opinion that the Court would
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consider the question of whether bribery counted as a deductible expense ‘‘when
a taxpayer has the temerity to raise it.’’Ω∂ According to Congress, the Supreme
Court, and the executive branch, Americans needed to pay taxes on both legally
and illegally obtained income.
With their test case a success, the Treasury Department immediately announced its intention to pursue tax-delinquent bootleggers. The New Yorker
howled with laughter, wondering how the government would do it.Ω∑ But prosecuting income-tax evasion did not require the Treasury Department to determine how much a gangster made selling liquor, just that he lived beyond his
declared means.Ω∏ For example, when the government took Jake ‘‘Greasy Thumb’’
Guzik, a crony of Al Capone’s, to court, they merely showed through bank deposits, cashier’s checks, and stock dividends in his doctor’s name that Guzik had
made at least $640,000 in 1927, $338,000 in 1928, and $54,000 in 1929. For defrauding the government of the income tax that he owed, Guzik received the
maximum penalty: a two-year prison sentence and a $10,000 ﬁne.Ωπ In other cases,
federal authorities pointed to the price of cars driven, the cost of apartments
rented, the size of checks written, and, in the case of Ralph Capone, Al’s older
brother, the value of racehorses owned.Ω∫ The courts generally found in the
government’s favor. Yet for all the publicity accorded income-tax cases, the Treasury Department used tax evasion as a strategy of last resort.
Income tax took down the bigwigs, and padlocking chased speakeasy proprietors around the town or out of business, but neither approach sufﬁciently disrupted the business of bootlegging. For that, law-enforcement ofﬁcials turned
their attention to the operational details of the trafﬁc itself. Busting up distilleries,
padlocking breweries, and seizing the trucks, cars, and boats used in transportation, Prohibition agents went after all the physical accoutrements for manufacturing and distributing alcohol.ΩΩ Historians frequently cite the budgetary constraints
on the Prohibition Unit, pointing out that during the 1920s, Congress only allocated an average of $8.8 million a year to enforce Prohibition.∞≠≠ But the Prohibition Unit also brought in money, and not just in the form of bribes.∞≠∞ For instance, the Treasury Department took in approximately $3.1 million a year from
the vehicles seized and sold between 1926 and 1929.∞≠≤ Add to this ﬁgure the ﬁnes
and forfeitures levied on liquor-law violators, which averaged almost $5.4 million
a year between 1924 and 1926, and this branch of the Internal Revenue Service did
quite well for itself ﬁnancially.∞≠≥ The impact of these actions, however, drove
small players out of business and encouraged gangland mergers that consolidated
the trade under the auspices of a few regional crime bosses.∞≠∂
To take on these syndicates, the Treasury Department adopted a holistic ap-
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proach and used the conspiracy statute to apprehend everyone who proﬁted from
a bootlegging operation, from the manufacturers of the moonshine to the truck
drivers who transported it. In 1923, the Prohibition Unit began to use the ‘‘conspiracy provisions of the Criminal Code . . . to break up organized dens of bootleggers.’’∞≠∑ By 1927, conspiracy cases proved so successful that the renamed and
reorganized Bureau of Prohibition established ‘‘special conspiracy squads to work
on major conspiracy cases’’ in each of the regional administrative districts.∞≠∏ On
both a conceptual level and in terms of actual enforcement, alleging that criminal
conspiracies violated prohibition law was the most important innovation that the
Treasury Department made in prosecuting vice.
Conspiracy cases offered three advantages over other types of enforcement
strategies. First, as a violation of a criminal statute, conspiracy cases were tried by
juries, which gave conspiracy convictions greater credibility than padlocking,
forfeitures, and property seizures in the battle against illegal alcohol sales. Second,
they applied to a greater number of people than income-tax cases. With a conspiracy charge, prohibition agents could arrest all the suspected members of a bootlegging operation, not just those who earned the big money. Indeed, some cases
included over seventy defendants.∞≠π Finally, conspiracy cases required less evidentiary speciﬁcity and provided for harsher sentencing than straightforward
liquor-law violations.∞≠∫
Americans love a good conspiracy theory and, during Prohibition, the underworld networks of illegal alcohol wholesalers not only made good copy, they also
played well in court. If juries admired a good fellow for selling the occasional drink,
they abhorred the idea of secret societies plotting to subvert the law. Whether
lambasting the king’s ministers, Masonic Lodge members, or the Money Trust,
conspiracy theorists played to culturally ingrained fears about organized assaults on
American freedoms. Wets did not mind ordinary people having access to alcohol,
but criminal gangs who operated outside the law, embraced their own exclusive
culture, and swore allegiance to some tyrannical boss did not deserve to survive.
The bootlegging operations that developed during Prohibition ﬁt the conspiracy
formula without much distortion on the part of either government prosecutors or
sensation-seeking journalists.∞≠Ω
To make a successful conspiracy case, government lawyers needed to present
circumstantial evidence that the conspirators worked together to break the law
and to show at least one ‘‘overt act’’ that a conspirator committed in pursuit of the
group’s larger goal.∞∞≠ In a 1922 indictment of a group of bootleggers from Jacksonville, Florida, the U.S. attorneys claimed that the arrested men ‘‘unlawfully,
willingly, knowingly, feloniously, and maliciously did combine, conspire, confed-
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erate, and agree together . . . to commit an offence against the United States.’’∞∞∞
This language resonated with that of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, because trusts
are a type of conspiracy. Monopolists collaborated to obstruct free trade. Bootleggers, on the other hand, also combined to break the law, but in their case they
violated the Eighteenth Amendment, not statutes concerning interstate commerce.∞∞≤ Interestingly, conspirators did not need to succeed in their quest, or
know all the members of the conspiracy, for the jury to ﬁnd them guilty, as long as
the prosecutor could show that the group intended to break the law.∞∞≥ The one
point the prosecutors absolutely and conclusively needed to prove, however, was
that an organized and preferably vertically integrated cabal existed.
This requirement elided a crucial economic fact. Verticality without horizontal integration resulted in brutal gang warfare. Bootleggers only achieved market
stability through cartelization, or monopoly control, of the wholesale market.
Despite Oliver Wendell Holmes deﬁning conspiracy as a ‘‘partnership in criminal
purposes,’’ a phrase which implies horizontal cooperation, prosecutors imposed
verticality on conspirators in order to make successful cases.∞∞∂ Early on, in 1922, a
Pennsylvania district court judge opined that ‘‘the success of the conspiracy was
dependent upon an unbroken chain of cooperating links.’’ And wholesaling constituted just one link.∞∞∑ Without other links, prosecutors did not convince judges
and juries. As a Florida district court judge observed that same year, ‘‘possession is
lawful, unless it be coupled with the illegal ‘manufacture’ or ‘sale’ or ‘transportation’ or ‘importation’ or ‘exportation.’ ’’∞∞∏ Since the Volstead Act made it illegal to
‘‘manufacture, sell, barter, transport, import, export, deliver, furnish or possess any
intoxicating liquor except as authorized,’’ government counsel created the strongest conspiracy cases when they linked bootlegging operations to at least three of
the nine banned acts.∞∞π For all its economic importance, under the law, horizontal control mattered little.
When crafting a conspiracy case, prosecutors needed to demonstrate vertical integration. For example, in the 1926 case Weinstein v. United States, U.S. attorneys
showed how a group of distillers from Chelsea, Massachusetts, sold all the alcohol
they manufactured to a single agent, Ernest ‘‘Dutch’’ Henry. Operating as the sole
wholesaler to the city’s retailers, Henry directed the transportation and delivery of
the alcohol to the local speakeasies.∞∞∫ This emphasis on functional specialization
and a coherent chain of command created the image of organized crime that persists in America today: rigidly hierarchical, strictly run, secretive societies. In other
words, the Maﬁa, as represented in movies, novels, and government reports.∞∞Ω
Through the conspiracy statute, the ﬁght against commercialized vice turned
into a vendetta against organized crime. Commercialization, once the bugbear of
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‘‘A Typical Syndicate Layout.’’ In order to make successful conspiracy cases, the
government portrayed organized crime as a vertically integrated business. National
Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement, Enforcement of the Prohibition Laws,
71st Cong., 3d sess., S. Doc. 307 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Ofﬁce, 1931),
vol. 4, 311.

anti-vice reform, no longer mattered. Bootleggers commercialized their trade, of
course. But their sin was that they combined, confederated, and acted in concert. For all the easily spouted clichés about unintended consequences and selffulﬁlling prophecies, Progressive reformers managed to create exactly what they
hated.

ji
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American manners and morals changed during the roaring storm of the 1920s, but
they did so dragged free from their geographical moorings in the urban vice
district. The sporting class no longer survived as a coherent urban culture, yet
some of their ideals persisted in the media and among afﬂuent urbanites. The
search for good times, the appreciation of a big spender, and the celebration of
mixed-sex conviviality turned into acceptable mainstream pursuits. Moreover,
while anti-saloon activists argued that they wanted to close saloons to protect the
American family from their harmful inﬂuence, Prohibition succeeded not only in
bringing alcohol into the home, it also made it chic for women to drink.∞≤≠ Just as
closing the vice district created the very market structure reformers dreaded, so too
did the destruction of the sporting world spread a culture moralists despised.
Even before Repeal, social commentators asked whether Prohibition, the ‘‘noble experiment,’’ was a failure. Parsing the question in a number of ways, both
contemporaries and historians have argued that the dichotomous question of
failure or success obscured multifaceted answers.∞≤∞ Despite appearances to the
contrary, Prohibition did decrease aggregate demand. Martha Bensley Bruère
reported the relative adherence to Prohibition among the urban working class in
Does Prohibition Work?, her thorough 1927 survey of social workers across the
country. The often-repeated refrain was that men no longer drank their paychecks
away in saloons, husbands beat their wives with signiﬁcantly less frequency, and
living conditions improved as workers bought consumer goods for their families
with the money they would otherwise have spent on alcohol.∞≤≤ In 1932, economist
Clark Warburton estimated that Prohibition reduced alcohol consumption by
one-third to one-half of its prewar rates.∞≤≥ Still, people continued to drink. And
some drank quite ﬂamboyantly. Many moralists worried that such blatant disregard of the law created a general disrespect for all regulation, especially among
the nation’s youth. Critics of Prohibition pointed to the increase in gun violence
to argue that the lawlessness engendered by the Eighteenth Amendment went far
beyond the damage done by the occasional drink.∞≤∂ By the early 1930s, in a
country devastated by the Great Depression, politicians on the federal, state, and
local levels decided that the demoralization created through a rampant disregard
for the law, and the beneﬁts derived from revenue-producing excise taxes, far
outweighed the social beneﬁts of a strict moral stance. On 5 December 1933, Utah
became the thirty-sixth state to ratify the Twenty-Sixth Amendment, which repealed National Prohibition.∞≤∑

conclusion

Progressivism, Prohibition,
and Policy Options

During the 1920s, the Lost Generation ridiculed the ‘‘Puritanism’’ of their parents’
generation, in part for its support of Prohibition. Their characterization, like
historian Richard Hofstadter’s inﬂuential dismissal of temperance as outside of
the mainstream of Progressive reform, unfairly discredited the Progressives and
their initiatives.∞ The people they ridiculed for endorsing moral reform during the
ﬁrst quarter of the twentieth century had tried an array of options to regulate vice.
These urban reformers, whom later generations would portray as narrow prohibitionists, showed admirable openness in evaluating a range of possible ways to
manage vice. Even after their goals hardened, they pursued innovative legal
strategies based on a complex analysis of economic relationships within red-light
districts. These structural reformers were both pragmatic and visionary.
Yet H. L. Mencken and his cohort were also right. By the 1920s, positions on
vice had become more puritanical, if puritanical meant less ﬂexible. Although
urban Progressives had frequently assessed the results of their endeavors, after
World War I, both anti-vice policies and enforcement techniques stultiﬁed as
federal ofﬁcials assumed control. Without needing to answer directly for the local
consequences of their national policies, federal authorities took a more Mosaic
approach to the law. And that is how the Puritanism that Mencken found so
abhorrent became embedded in anti-vice reform. The Progressives who tried to
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limit commercial vice frequently spoke in moral absolutes, but in their pragmatic
recognition of an irreducible minimum in urban immorality and through the
deals they brokered with municipal politicians, Progressive reformers endorsed
programs tainted with an ethical ambiguity that federal ofﬁcials could not, or
perhaps more accurately, would not tolerate. This methodological inﬂexibility,
combined with the moral precepts they advocated, produced the hypocrisy that
social critics of the 1920s so fervently condemned.
No system lacks its faults, as vice reform’s swing from tolerated dispersion to
geographic concentration and ﬁnally to institutional prohibition demonstrates.
Neither the mugwumps nor the Progressives had all the answers, but they explored a range of regulatory possibilities, despite the moral ambiguities of those
systems. The policies the Progressives tried showed demonstrable weaknesses. Yet
reformers examined the consequences of their programs and attempted to minimize their negative effects. Unfortunately, federal intervention hardened earlier
analytical elasticity into intolerance. By turning to the federal government, local
moral reformers effectively broke local stalemates, but in so doing they created
regulatory precedents and helped establish a law-enforcement armature that prevented them from resuming control once federal intercession enabled them to
achieve their goals. Moreover, once in place, federal ofﬁcials rarely considered
the particularities of local circumstances or honored existing compromises when
they imposed their ‘‘solution’’ to long-standing social-order problems. In their
attempt to create uniformity, national ofﬁcials embraced a prescriptive inﬂexibility that the loosely connected private associations of urban Progressives had
wanted but were unable to implement.
The legacy of the Progressives persists. Reformers’ anti-vice initiatives made
the growth of federal police powers possible, yet in the process, private anti-vice
associations lost their inﬂuence and local leaders soon found their authority undercut. Congress repealed the Eighteenth Amendment, but kept its jurisdictional
gains over moral issues. Government ofﬁcials soon forgot the innovative compromises that anti-vice reformers negotiated among the police, business leaders, and
district proprietors, even as they continued to limit the power of local law enforcement to set policy for regulating urban vice.
The national policing of moral problems helped lay the groundwork for the
New Deal safety net of the modern welfare state, but through the self-conscious
separation of the capable from the criminal, and the deserving from the disreputable, it also turned the old-time underworld into the modern underclass. When
local anti-vice associations, with the backing of the federal government, criminalized brothels, opium dens, and saloons and cleaned up dance halls, movie
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theaters, and amusement parks, they succeeded in altering the moral geography of
American cities. This structural success, however, had a lethal legacy for delegitimized individuals. For those condemned by the new moral regulations, the
concurrent prohibitions of drugs, alcohol, and prostitution preordained their banishment into a criminal urban underclass cut off from respectable society. Today,
in a system unsympathetic to those prostitutes, addicts, and ‘‘three-time losers’’
caught between crime bosses and law-enforcement ofﬁcials, harm-reduction measures such as needle-exchange programs, methadone maintenance clinics, and
treatment-on-demand remain unpopular, underfunded, and, in some cities, nonexistent. Dependent on federal money and required to follow policies set down by
federal authorities, welfare workers cannot broker more pragmatic approaches
with municipal ofﬁcials. The people most hurt by these policies—prostitute, addicts, and petty criminals—have little recourse to ofﬁcial relief, and their communities suffer accordingly.
This absolutist enforcement of urban vice not only affects crime, but also
culture. When present-day policymakers talk about morality and drug enforcement, they immediately discount some positions as untenable because Americans
cannot send the message that they are ‘‘soft on drugs.’’ Their argument, however,
is ﬂawed. Prohibition, not toleration, favored the spread of the sporting ethos. The
ambiance of the tolerated tenderloin was too open, too tawdry, and too déclassé to
have a wide appeal among the middle class. Glamorization resulted from restriction. The celebrity status of 1920s gangsters far outweighed the esteem accorded to
pool-room idlers in the pre-Prohibition period. Both mobsters and pimps came
from the same background, served as intermediaries between producers and
sellers, and embraced a masculinity at odds with the precepts of respectable
society. Yet the gangster held a swaggering appeal that went far beyond the underworld circles of the sporting class. Speakeasies were alluring because of their
illegality, low-down dives were only distasteful. The excesses of the Jazz Age
required the restrictions of Prohibition.
One of the most problematic legacies of Progressive reform’s prohibitory move
involves the racism of its policing policies. Toleration and integration were not
necessarily synonymous, but prohibition and segregation evolved as intertwined
phenomenon. During the Progressive era, the police and municipal politicians
tried to maintain an uneasy balance between racial and reputational segregation
by juggling the exigencies of Jim Crow with the race-mixing inherent in reputational separation. But whatever equilibrium they achieved collapsed during
World War I. In 1917, at the same time that the U.S. Supreme Court outlawed
racial residential segregation, one of the worst race riots of the period occurred in
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East St. Louis.≤ The East St. Louis riot replayed many of the same tensions as the
earlier Atlanta and Springﬁeld riots—it followed weeks of hysteria about black violence, most of the rioting centered in the tenderloin, and white rioters destroyed
vast swathes of black-owned saloons and residences—but municipal leaders drew
very different conclusions about the steps needed to restore social order than their
peers had a decade earlier. Where city councilmen and law-enforcement ofﬁcials
once supplemented reputational segregation with racial policing, by 1917, antivice reformers had not only discredited vice districting, they had established a
national regulatory infrastructure backed by the federal government to enforce it.
Even more importantly, because of the cultural impact of the Great Migration,
racial explanations for the East St. Louis riot overwhelmed the remnants of a
reputational discourse. The East St. Louis riot convinced the few remaining
doubters that reputational segregation did not work and that racial segregation
offered a far better solution. The Chicago Race Riot of 1919, in which much of the
ﬁghting took place in the old ‘‘22nd Street’’ district, further reinforced this conclusion.≥ Thus, after demobilization, at the moment when local ofﬁcials could have
challenged the federal closure of red-light districts and reinstated the policy of
reputational segregation, the volatility of black/white relations in public leisure
spaces convinced city leaders to support Jim Crow and jettison segregated vice.
After the bloody summer of 1919, racial separation triumphed over reputational
segregation.
If criminalization gave cachet to middle-class rebels, it affected people in the
inner city very differently. Maintaining illicit monopolies has had far-reaching
consequences. High mortality coincides with large potential proﬁts. Deaths from
gang-related gun violence ravage the urban underclass, but the economic opportunities of current prohibitions also mean that gangsters can gain a level of wealth
impossible in more loosely organized and less-stringently outlawed markets. During the Progressive era, whoring and pimping sometimes improved a person’s
standard of living, but the money an individual made almost never provided a
route out of the tenderloin. Under prohibitory regulation, gains from distributing
drugs offer a potential path out of the ghetto, if not for gang members, then
perhaps for their families. The allure of monopoly proﬁts helps organized crime
perpetuate itself by bringing in new generations to keep the business going, despite the fact that most gangsters wind up dead or in prison instead of in that
hoped-for penthouse apartment. A disproportionate number of poor men end up
in jail on drug-related charges, while a disproportionate number of women head
single-parent households in the poorest sections of the inner city.
The same economic analysis of the white slavery scare continues in the war on
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drugs, with its incessant search for the man higher up and its disregard for individual prostitutes or addicts. Now, as then, treatment remains an ancillary concern.
The ongoing emphasis on drug lords and distribution networks precludes not only
a public health discourse on harm reduction, but other practical approaches to
law enforcement as well. Laissez-faire is not the only alternative to prohibition.
Licensing, as the Committee of Fourteen so effectively showed, can work as
an important lever for social control. In contrast, the defensive binaries of the
present-day drug czars harkens back to the melodramatic modes of the white
slavery scare, not to its more nuanced interpretations of city life and civil law. In
pursuing crime bosses, federal ofﬁcials make little effort to alter the environment
that perpetuates the problems they supposedly seek to solve. Then again, incarcerating higher-ups and making big drug busts, like the earlier closures of the
districts, garners greater accolades than the tedious, never-ending work of improving economic and educational opportunities for those living in the city center. As
the safety net that the Progressives and later liberals worked so hard to create
unravels from willful neglect, policymakers high up in the federal government
congratulate themselves on their uncompromising moral positions.
Since World War I, the innovations that government agents have pursued,
such as income-tax evasion and RICO (the Racketeer Inﬂuenced and Corrupt
Organizations Act), merely extend the earlier Progressive-era economic analysis,
just as technological advances like wiretapping simply elaborate on old investigative approaches. The irony is that enforcement based on the corporate model of
the business of vice perpetuates the very cartelization of organized crime that it
initially condemned. This fact remains unrecognized, just as the metaphors made
to describe urban vice remain unquestioned. For advances to occur, federal ofﬁcials must rethink their rote commitment to goals justiﬁed by century-old analogies. If historical precedent must bind us, then Americans need to move away
from an intolerant instrumentalist discourse and reconsider the programmatic
ﬂexibility that the Progressives advocated in the twenty years preceding Prohibition. The proscriptions, analytical inﬂexibility, and moral absolutism of the current war on drugs is not the only solution to the ongoing conundrum of vice in
American cities. We must once again privilege long-term improvement over shortterm symbolic victories.
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Essay on Sources

This project started out as a history of drug use, but I quickly discovered two things.
First, excellent work already existed on drug use. And second, people at the turn of the
century, both reformers and users, saw connections between nonmedical drug use and
other aspects of urban culture. While historians now see dancing, drinking, gambling,
sex, and drug-taking as issues more separate than connected, contemporaries subsumed them under the single heading of ‘‘vice.’’ As a result, I broadened the scope of
this book from drugs to vice. In so doing, I sought to synthesize various strands of
historiography.
drugs

David Musto and David Courtwright set the gold standard for studying the history
of drugs in America. Musto, in his landmark book The American Disease: Origins of
Narcotic Control, expanded ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), emphasized the interplay between changing medical practices and the politics of regulation.
In contrast, Courtwright, in Dark Paradise: Opiate Addiction in America before 1940
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), detailed how the demographic shift
among opiate users from middle-class female medical addicts to young working-class
men using drugs recreationally affected popular attitudes toward drugs and their legality. Although very different in focus, together Musto’s and Courtwright’s books complement each other and provide the best introduction to the ﬁeld. Joseph Spillane’s
Cocaine: From Medical Marvel to Modern Menace in the United States, 1884–1920
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), similarly well-written and thoroughly researched, offers a superb scholarly discussion of the marketing, medical
application, and recreational use of cocaine.
Charles Terry and Mildred Pellens’s The Opium Problem (New York: Committee on
Drug Addictions, in Collaboration with the Bureau of Social Hygiene, 1928) serves as
the essential source for primary material. With stunning breadth and depth, it covers a
wide range of topics published between 1867 and 1927. For those unwilling to wade
through the two massive tomes comprising The Opium Problem, H. Wayne Morgan’s
Yesterday’s Addicts: American Society and Drug Abuse, 1865–1920 (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1974) is a good starting point for printed primary sources. Like Terry
and Pellens, Morgan assembled a range of representative medical and reform sources.
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For more personal accounts of drug use in the early twentieth century, Bingham
Dai’s Opium Addiction in Chicago (Montclair, NJ: Patterson Smith, [1937] 1970)
contains oral histories of addicts living in Chicago in the 1930s. In Addicts Who
Survived: An Oral History of Narcotic Use in America, 1923–1965 (Knoxville: University
of Tennessee Press, 1989), David Courtwright, Herman Joseph, and Don Des Jarlais
collected interviews with methadone users living in New York City who were over sixty
years old. Organized thematically, the book offers insight into different aspects of drug
addicts’ lives, including getting hooked, scoring, and attempts to get clean.
alcohol

Since the regulation of vice focuses more on coercion than persuasion, I found the
literature on the temperance movement less useful than the books that concentrated
on altering the alcohol trade. The best of that literature includes Perry Duis, The
Saloon: Public Drinking in Chicago and Boston, 1880–1920 (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1983); K. Austin Kerr, Organized for Prohibition: A New History of the
Anti-Saloon League (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985); and Richard
Hamm, Shaping the Eighteenth Amendment: Temperance Reform, Legal Culture, and
the Polity, 1880–1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995). The
Saloon, by offering a comparison between Boston and Chicago, demonstrates how
different legislative and enforcement strategies shaped the working-class drinking culture of two major American cities. More of an organizational history than Duis’s social
history, Kerr described how middle-class antipathy toward the saloon united moderate
wets with temperance advocates. This alliance, institutionalized in the Anti-Saloon
League, oversaw the passage of National Prohibition. Taking a more juridical approach, Hamm analyzed the legal origins of Prohibition in Shaping the Eighteenth
Amendment. Focused explicitly on the relationship between drinking and the law, this
tour-de-force study explores the legislative assault on alcohol production, distribution,
and use. But Hamm did not stop there; he went further, lucidly detailing the way
alcohol producers, sellers, and drinkers dodged reformers’ attempts to restrict their
business and their pleasure.
Among contemporary sources, Frederic H. Wines and John Koren’s The Liquor
Problem in Its Legislative Aspect (Boston: Houghton Mifﬂin, 1897) serves as admirable
introduction to moderate attitudes on late nineteenth-century alcohol reform. Funded
by the Committee of Fifty, an academically oriented organization, The Liquor Problem
describes both drinking habits and their regulation.
prostitution

The books on prostitution vary widely in terms of approach, intended audience,
and quality of research. Without question, the best for the Progressive era include Ruth
Rosen’s The Lost Sisterhood: Prostitution in America, 1900–1918 (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1982); Mark Thomas Connelly’s The Response to Prostitution in the Progressive Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980);
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Timothy Gilfoyle’s City of Eros: New York City, Prostitution, and the Commercialization of Sex, 1790–1920 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1992); and Roy Lubove’s ‘‘The
Progressives and the Prostitute,’’ Historian 24 (May 1962): 308–330. Connelly and
Lubove primarily focused on the anti-vice movement, while Rosen and Gilfoyle
adopted a more expansive approach. Gilfoyle adeptly portrayed the integration of
prostitution into Manhattan’s neighborhoods. Rosen, on the other hand, excelled at
analyzing the social relationships in which prostitutes found themselves enmeshed.
Among primary sources, vice commission reports provide the best printed material
available. The groundbreaking Social Evil in Chicago: A Study of Existing Conditions,
with Recommendations (Chicago: Gunthorp-Warren, 1911) stands as the exemplar, but
all the published reports yield insight into the business of prostitution, the movement
against the sporting world, and the particularities of vice in different cities. George
Kneeland’s Commercialized Prostitution in New York City, rev. ed. (New York: Century, 1917), an investigation sponsored by the Rockefeller-funded Bureau of Social
Hygiene, is another excellent city-speciﬁc study.
synthesis

Although most scholarship concentrates on a single vice, two types of work adopt a
more synthetic approach: those that focus on reform and those that center on neighborhood life. In the ﬁrst category, Paul Boyer’s Urban Masses and Moral Order in
America, 1820–1920 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978) does an excellent job describing the cyclical patterns of moral reform in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In Regulating a New Society: Public Policy and Social Change in
America, 1900–1933 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), Morton Keller
bundled moral reform with other topics, including immigration and protective legislation, to discuss Progressive-era attempts at social engineering.
If Boyer and Keller provide the best overviews, the city-centered books of Arthur
Goren, Al Rose, and Herbert Asbury show the interconnected networks of labor,
leisure, politics, and crime. One of the most beautifully written books I have ever read,
Goren’s New York Jews and the Quest for Community: The Kehillah Experiment, 1908–
1922 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970) illuminates the cultural and class
tensions in Jewish attempts to investigate and decrease crime on the Lower East Side.
Al Rose’s Storyville, New Orleans: Being an Authentic, Illustrated Account of the Notorious Red-Light District (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1974) and Herbert
Asbury’s many popular city histories, from Gem of the Prairie: An Informal History of the
Chicago Underworld (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, [1940] 1986) to The
French Quarter: An Informal History of the New Orleans Underworld (New York: A. A.
Knopf, 1936) and The Barbary Coast: An Informal History of the San Francisco Underworld (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1933), take a signiﬁcantly less-academic tone, but these
books stand out because Rose and Asbury presented the sporting world within the larger
context of urban life, including each city’s popular recreation and popular politics.
Although he does not write about one city as such, Ivan Light, in ‘‘From Vice
District to Tourist Attraction: The Moral Career of American Chinatowns, 1880–
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1940,’’ Paciﬁc Historical Review 43 (1974): 367–394, explored the dynamics of vice and
neighborhood development with analytical nuance, historical speciﬁcity, and great
theoretical utility.
I found three published primary sources particularly helpful for thinking about vice
in its urban context: Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York (New York: Dover, [1890] 1971); Jane Addams’s The Spirit of Youth
and the City Streets (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, [1909] 1972); and Michael
Gold’s semiautobiographical novel, Jews Without Money (New York: H. Liveright,
1930). Although Riis famously exposed the horrors of tenement housing in How the
Other Half Lives, he did so in part by describing the evils of intermixing residences
with criminal haunts and low-down dives. Addams directly addressed the problem of
commercialized prostitution in A New Conscience and an Ancient Evil (New York:
Macmillan, 1912), but her less-famous The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets examines
a wider range of inﬂuences that drew urban youths into less-reputable recreation.
Finally, Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money provides the perfect counterpart to
Goren’s New York Jews and the Quest for Community. Both bring the Lower East Side
alive, and neither underplays the criminal culture that added to the neighborhood’s
distinctive character.
popular culture

Four exceptional books deﬁned the historical study of American popular culture:
Roy Rosenzweig’s Eight Hours for What We Will: Workers and Leisure in an Industrial
City, 1870–1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Lewis Erenberg’s
Steppin’ Out: New York Nightlife and the Transformation of American Culture, 1890–
1930 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1981); John Kasson’s Amusing the Million:
Coney Island at the Turn of the Century (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978); and Kathy
Peiss’s Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New
York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986). Rosenzweig, Erenberg, Kasson,
and Peiss looked at phenomena such as holiday picnics, the dance craze, amusementpark attendance, and going to the movies. In the process, they made working-class
leisure a vibrant area of inquiry. I disagree with their representation of commercial vice
as preceding reputable recreation, and I particularly dispute their contention that
commercial popular culture is distinct from disreputable leisure, but I could not have
written this book without the foundation they established.
The next generation of historians complicated existing categories by exploring
additional facets of urban popular culture. Three works stand out: Kathy Ogren’s The
Jazz Revolution: Twenties America and the Meaning of Jazz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); George Chauncey’s Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the
Makings of the Gay Male World, 1890–1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994); and
Elizabeth Clement’s Love for Sale: Courting, Treating, and Prostitution in New York
City, 1900–1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006). Through
both argument and anecdote, these books plumb the boundless excitement that the
new popular culture seemed to promise its participants.
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race

The question of race in red-light districts is particularly fraught, because segregation by reputation shifts the practices of Jim Crow in complicated ways. Other than
Kevin Mumford’s Interzones: Black/White Sex Districts in Chicago and New York in
the Early Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), few works
address the issue in any sustained manner. Instead, the topic comes through in fragments in books devoted to other subjects, usually the history of black or Asian communities in speciﬁc cities.
Race riots are the other area where historians talk about race in red-light districts. In
the early twentieth century, a number of race riots occurred in and around vice districts.
Charles Crowe’s two articles, ‘‘Racial Violence and Social Reform: Origins of the
Atlanta Riot of 1906,’’ Journal of Negro History 53 (July 1968): 234–256, and ‘‘Racial
Massacre in Atlanta: September 22, 1906,’’ Journal of Negro History 54 (Apr. 1969): 150–
173, offer the best discussion of the Atlanta riot. Roberta Senechal’s The Sociogenesis of a
Race Riot: Springﬁeld, Illinois, in 1908 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990) covers
the Springﬁeld riot with greater felicity than the title would suggest. And both Elliott M.
Rudwick’s Race Riot at East St. Louis, July 2, 1917 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1964) and William M. Tuttle Jr.’s Race Riot: Chicago in the Red
Summer of 1919 (New York: Atheneum, 1970) deserve their status as classics in the ﬁeld.
economic and legal change

As a cultural historian, I ﬁrst encountered the relationship between economic and
social change in Richard Fox and Jackson Lears’s collection Culture of Consumption:
Critical Essays in American History, 1880–1980 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983).
Whether discussing cultural hegemony or the adoption of an outer-directed ethos of
therapeutic release, the essays in this collection brought an updated Marxism to the
study of American culture that I never quite abandoned. On the other hand, except for
Daniel Horowitz’s The Morality of Spending: Attitudes toward the Consumer Society in
America, 1875–1940 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), a close scholarly analysis of the shifts Lears broadly outlined, the books that most inﬂuenced this
study are much more old-fashioned. Samuel P. Hays’s The Response to Industrialism,
1885–1914 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957) and Thomas Cochran and
William Miller’s The Age of Enterprise, rev. ed. (New York: Macmillan, [1942] 1961)
offer excellent overviews of social, economic, and industrial change in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
The legal histories on which I relied for my conceptual framework share the clarity
that comes with a strong thesis, good narrative structure, and a scrupulous evidentiary
base. Over the years, I turned repeatedly to Morton Horwitz’s The Transformation of
American Law, 1870–1960: The Crisis of Legal Orthodoxy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992) and Herbert Hovenkamp’s Enterprise and American Law, 1836–1937
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991). Although not directly on the topic
of vice, these books contextualize the legal changes happening in urban reform.
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city government

Early in my research I decided that, during the Gilded Age, the most exciting
political ﬁghts of the era took place not on Capitol Hill, but in the streets of city wards.
This realization opened up whole new vistas for understanding the dynamism of late
nineteenth-century reform. From the period, my favorite works include Charles Parkhurst’s vituperative Our Fight with Tammany (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1895),
George Washington Plunkitt’s wickedly amusing opinion pieces, collected by journalist William L. Riordan in Plunkitt of Tammany Hall (New York: Signet Classic, [1905]
1996), and the more measured but still delightfully cynical Guarding a Great City
(New York: Harper & Bros., 1906) by William McAdoo, a former police commissioner
of New York City.
The best histories of Manhattan’s urban machine also originate from the early
twentieth century. Gustavus Myers ﬁrst published The History of Tammany Hall (New
York: Dover, 1971) in 1901, and he presented a revised and enlarged edition in 1917.
Together with M. R. Werner’s Tammany Hall (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Doran,
1928), these books offer the most comprehensive portrayal of New York’s ward politics
in the late nineteenth century. A modern work, Daniel Czitrom’s ‘‘Underworld and
Underdogs: Big Tim Sullivan and Metropolitan Politics in New York, 1889–1913,’’
Journal of American History 78 (Sept. 1991): 536–558, gives an in-depth analysis of the
political career, economic networks, and social milieu of a single, important Tammany politician.
For a well-researched view into the machine politics of a city other than New York, I
recommend George M. Reynolds’s Machine Politics in New Orleans, 1897–1926 (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1936). James Bryce’s The American Commonwealth,
new ed. (New York: Macmillan, [1888] 1911), an exceptional survey of government in
the United States, includes descriptions of the machines in several cities.
Martin Schiesl’s The Politics of Efﬁciency: Municipal Administration and Reform in
America, 1880–1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977) presents an absolutely invaluable framework for understanding city government. No other book on the
topic approaches its clarity and insight. Finally, although not addressing municipal
politics per se, Richard L. McCormick’s ‘‘The Party Period and Public Policy: An
Exploratory Hypothesis,’’ Journal of American History 66 (Sept. 1979): 279–298, makes
a eye-opening argument about what happens when the government moves from primarily distributive practices to regulatory functions.
city space

As I shifted my focus from drug use to the topic of vice more generally, I realized
that my story would emphasize the history of red-light districts. Neil Larry Shumsky’s
‘‘Tacit Acceptance: Respectable Americans and Segregated Prostitution, 1870–1910,’’
Journal of Social History 19 (Summer 1986): 665–679; his ‘‘Vice Responds to Reform:
San Francisco, 1910–1914,’’ Journal of Urban History 7 (Nov. 1980): 31–47; and his
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collaboration with Larry M. Spring, ‘‘San Francisco’s Zone of Prostitution, 1880–
1934,’’ Journal of Historical Geography 7 (Jan. 1981): 71–89 provided early inspiration
for thinking about the relationship of vice to city space. On a more theoretical level,
Robert Park and Edward Burgess’s The City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1925) remains as intellectually useful today as when it set the agenda for the Chicago
School of Sociology.
When seeking a context for vice districting, I found Seymour Toll’s Zoned American
(New York: Grossman, 1969) an excellent introduction to the speciﬁcs of controlling
urban development. Spiro Kostoff ’s visually beautiful and lucidly argued book, The
City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings through History (Boston: Little, Brown,
1991), also helped me think about the cultural implications of the organizational
choices that people make.
discourse

Since I used a diversity of historical sources, I relied on a range of structuralist and
poststructuralist theorists to further my understanding of discursive developments.
Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, which he enunciated in Rabelais and His World
(Cambridge, MA: M.I.T. Press, 1968) and in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), was essential for analyzing the back-and-forth
between reformers and the machine, and reformers and the sporting world.
When examining ofﬁcial language, I found J. G. A. Pocock’s exploration of enduring discourses especially useful. The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political
Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton. NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1975) best represents his life’s work, but the essays collected in Politics, Language, and Time: Essays on Political Thought and History (New York: Atheneum, 1971)
provide excellent examples showing how people took particular discourses and altered
them to make them relevant to their immediate situation.
Michel Foucault also tracked long-term discursive change. Interestingly, since the
United States lagged behind Europe in the widespread medicalization of sex, Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. 1 (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1978) proved more relevant for the questions it raised than for the answers it
offered. Indeed, because of the strength of his argument and its powerful inﬂuence on
historians, I knew I needed to address why medicalization did not have as strong an
inﬂuence on anti-vice discourse in the United States.
For that I turned to Foucault’s The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human
Sciences (New York: Pantheon Books, 1971) and Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism:
Four Essays (Princeton. NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957). Although extremely
different works, they both explored the implications of analogical reasoning and the
diverse ways in which people use symbolic language. Frye’s discussion of modes and
genres was especially enlightening for understanding how people could work within
the same analogical framework yet adopt utterly different narrative styles.
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world war i

The Great War signiﬁcantly shifted the way that the federal government and private associations fought urban vice. Alan Brandt’s No Magic Bullet: A Social History of
Venereal Disease in the United States since 1880 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1987) best describes the attempts to close the districts and the impact that the war effort
had on the medicalization of anti-vice enforcement. In Making Men Moral: Social
Engineering During the Great War (New York: New York University Press, 1996),
Nancy Bristow offered a more in-depth discussion of the Commission on Training
Camp Activities and its efforts to reshape male attitudes toward sex, drinking, and
recreation.
Published just after the war, Joseph Mayer’s The Regulation of Commercialized
Vice: An Analysis of the Transition from Segregation to Repression in the United States
(New York: Klebold Press, 1922) gives a concise overview of the wartime demise of redlight districts.
the twenties

Most of the cultural histories of the 1920s adopt an atmospheric approach: champagne corks were popping, bathtub gin was ﬂowing, jazz played in every club, and
gangsters ruled the streets. Frederick Lewis Allen’s Only Yesterday: An Informal History
of the Nineteen Twenties (New York: Harper & Row, [1931] 1964) and Stanley Walker’s
The Night Club Era ([New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1933] Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1999) remain, without a doubt, the exemplars of this genre. Similarly,
one of the best efforts at chronicling the history of organized crime is also one of the
earliest. I highly recommend James O’Donnell Bennett’s Gangland Chicago: The
True Story of Chicago Crime (Chicago: Chicago Tribune, 1929), reprinted in volume
four of the National Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement, Enforcement
of the Prohibition Laws, 71st Cong., 3d Sess., 1931, S. Doc. 307, also known as the
Wickersham Report.
As for the relationship between criminals, cops, and seemingly respectable community members, V. O. Key Jr.’s ‘‘Police Graft,’’ American Journal of Sociology 40 (Mar.
1935): 624–636, and Mark Haller’s articles, especially ‘‘Urban Crime and Criminal
Justice: The Chicago Case,’’ Journal of American History 57 (Dec. 1970): 619–635;
‘‘Organized Crime in Urban Society: Chicago in the Twentieth Century,’’ Journal of
Social History 5 (Winter 1971–72): 210–234; and ‘‘Urban Vice and Civic Reform:
Chicago in the Early Twentieth Century,’’ in Cities in American History, ed. Kenneth T. Jackson and Stanley K. Schultz (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972): 290–305,
best illustrate what happens when laws conﬂict with social norms.
Finally, David Kyvig’s Repealing National Prohibition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979) presents an excellent institutional history describing the end of the
‘‘noble experiment.’’ His discussion of the Women’s Organization for National Prohibition Reform and their use of gender politics proved particularly compelling, both
as a narrative and as an example of how much urban reform changed after the war.
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