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Bawdy City

A vivid social history of Baltimore’s prostitution trade and its evolution

throughout the nineteenth century, Bawdy City centers women in a

story of the relationship between sexuality, capitalism, and law. Begin-

ning in the colonial period, prostitution was little more than a subsist-

ence trade. However, by the 1840s, urban growth and changing

patterns of household labor ushered in a booming brothel industry.

The women who oversaw and labored within these brothels were

economic agents surviving and thriving in an urban world hostile to

their presence. With the rise of urban leisure industries and policing

practices that spelled the end of sex establishments, the industry sur-

vived for only a few decades. Yet, even within this brief period, brothels

and their residents altered the geographies, economy, and policies of

Baltimore in profound ways. Hemphill’s critical narrative of gender and

labor shows how sexual commerce and debates over its regulation

shaped an American city.

 .  is Assistant Professor of History at the University

of Arizona.

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Bawdy City

Commercial Sex and Regulation in Baltimore,

1790–1915

KATIE M. HEMPHILL

University of Arizona

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, usa

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of  
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org  
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108733281

i: 10.1017/9781108773669

© Katie M. Hemphill 2020

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2020
First paperback edition 2022

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
nas: Hemphill, Katie M., author.

i: Bawdy city : commercial sex and regulation in Baltimore, 1790–1915 /
Katie M. Hemphill, University of Arizona.

sciin: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, ny : Cambridge University
Press, 2020. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

iniis: ccn 2019038708 (print) | ccn 2019038709 (ebook) |
isbn 9781108489010 (hardback) | isbn 9781108733281 (paperback) |

isbn 9781108773669 (epub)
subcs: cs: Prostitution–Maryland–Baltimore–History. |

Brothels–Maryland–Baltimore–History.
cassiicain: cc 146.b2 46 2020 (print) | cc 146.b2 (ebook) |

c 306.7409752/6–dc23
c record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019038708

c ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019038709

isbn  978-1-108-48901-0  Hardback
isbn  978-1-108-73328-1  Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For my parents,

Kim and Susan Hemphill,

who almost certainly wish this book was about something else.

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Figures page ix

Acknowledgments xi

List of Abbreviations xv

Introduction 1

         

1 Selling Sex in the Early Republic 23

2 The Expansion of Prostitution and the Rise of the Brothel 48

3 Brothel Prostitution and Antebellum Urban Commercial
Networks 77

       

4 Policing the Expanding Sex Trade 111

5 “Our Patriotic Friends”: Selling Sex in the Civil War Era 146

6 Prostitution, Policing, and Property Rights in the
Gilded Age 170

        

7 Black Baltimoreans and the Bawdy Trade 199

8 Rise of Urban Leisure and the Decline of Brothels 228

9 The End of an Era 257

Conclusion 293

Bibliography 303

Index 327

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures

1.1 The Causeway vice district page 24

2.1 The Meadow and Old Town vice districts 50

3.1 Conversation (Group of Baltimore Girls), painting by

Henry Bebie 86

7.1 The western red-light district, encompassing Josephine

and Raborg Streets 203

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgments

This book has been in the making for more years than I can count, and it

never would have come to fruition without a great deal of help along the

way. Johns Hopkins University, the Library Company of Philadelphia,

the McNeil Center for Early American Studies, the Maryland Historical

Society, and the University of Arizona all provided generous fellowship

and research support throughout this project. I give my sincerest thanks

to those institutions, which have been my intellectual homes, and to the

donors that made their support of scholarship possible.

As any historian knows, research would be impossible without the

hard work and knowledge of archivists and librarians. At the Maryland

State Archives, Alex Jackson, Edward Papenfuse, Rob Schoeberlein,

and so many other archivists and staff members provided invaluable

help, advice, and patience as I asked them pull ten-pound docket after

ten-pound docket off the shelves. At the Maryland Historical Society,

Patricia Dockman Anderson, Eben Dennis, Francis O’Neill, and Damon

Talbot provided both assistance with documents and an incredible

breadth of local historical knowledge. Saul B. Gibusiwa, Amy James,

and Tony Roberts at the Baltimore City Archives were a tremendous help

to me, as were the Special Collections librarians at Johns Hopkins

University. The staff at the Library Company, particularly Connie King,

Krystal Appiah, and Linda August, provided their extensive knowledge

of the collections as well as stunningly fast document delivery. Their

enthusiasm for and amusement at the sources made research an adven-

ture, and I am privileged to have benefited from their expertise. At the

Alan Chesney Medical Archives, Marjorie Kehoe and Natalie Elder

helped me gather sources to round out my final chapter. They, along with

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

the staffs of other numerous archives and repositories I visited over the

course of my research, have my sincerest thanks.

This project began as a dissertation at Johns Hopkins University, and

I am indebted to more people at that institution than I can name here. The

members of the Gender History Workshop (Geminar) and the Charm

School for Baltimore History together formed two of the most cordial,

constructive, and sharp communities of scholars I have ever had the

pleasure of joining. I am grateful to all the people in those seminars

who shaped my thinking over the years: Norah Andrews Gharala, Adam

Bisno, Will Brown, Jess Clark, Sara Damiano, Toby Ditz, Steph Gamble,

Jamie Gianoutsos, Paige Glotzer, Katie Hindmarch-Watson, Layne

Karafantis, Ren Pepitone, Katherine Smoak Radburn, Amira Rose, Mo

Speller, Jessica Valdez, and Judith Walkowitz. Thanks especially David

Schley and Robert Gamble, who will always be my academic brothers.

My wonderful advisors, Mary P. Ryan, Michael P. Johnson, and

the other members of my dissertation committee, Mary Fissell, Ronald

Walters, and Matthew Crenson, provided me with thoughtful feedback

that helped me to shape and revise this project. I am grateful to them, and

especially to Mary and Mike for guiding me through graduate school,

for challenging me, and for supporting me through the tumult of the

job market. Mary Ryan and Mary Fissell, two scholars whose brilliance

is matched by their intellectual and personal generosity, have continued to

be my mentors and friends over the years. They have believed in me,

supported me, and displayed a truly uncanny tendency to know where

I was going with this project long before I understood it. Still, they trusted

me to get there. I owe them more than I can say, and I will always hold

them up as my gold standard for teachers, scholars, and mentors.

This book is rooted in my love for the city of city of Baltimore, and my

affection for “The Greatest City in America” is inseparable from my

affection for all the people I got to share it with as I was writing this

book in its dissertation form. I am grateful to Katherine Arner, Joe Clark,

Christopher Consolino, Natalie Elder, Claire Gherini, Jonathan Gienapp,

Craig Hollander, Ada Link, Emily Mokros, and Nick Radburn for

their friendship, good humor, and support. Although Brenna O’Rourke

Holland, Danielle Skeehan, and Sarah Chesney have the misfortune

of not being Baltimoreans, they remain some of my favorite people, and

I am grateful to them for helping me to survive Philadelphia and for

continuing to be my friends.

Since I joined the faculty of the University of Arizona in the fall of

2014, I have been fortunate to expand and revise this manuscript in the

xii Acknowledgments

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

company of supportive and generous colleagues and friends in Tucson.

I am grateful to all of them, and especially to Katherine Morrissey, Tyina

Steptoe, Jerome Dotson, Erika Pérez, Lora Key, Susan Crane, Jeremy

Vetter, Alison Futrell, Laura Tabili, and Kevin Gosner for their guidance

and friendship. Katherine and Kim Lowry have kept me fed and cultured

in Tucson, Jeremy has chatted with me and made me a master of dodging

emails about early morning hikes, and Tyina, Jerome, and Lora have been

the best trivia team I could ask for (go Crab Attack). Lauren Hayes and

Ashley Wunder helped me to edit this book. Kari Cadenhead, a talented

local artist, drew my maps for me and provided invaluable support during

the hectic last days of this project. I am indebted to her for her friendship

and patience, to which I owe much of my ability to finish this. Thanks

also to our business managers, Debbie Jackson and Jose Garcia, for

assisting me with funding for images and production.

I am grateful to my editor at Cambridge University Press, Deborah

Gershenowitz, for taking an interest in this project and shepherding it

through the revisions process. Thanks also to Rachel Blaifeder and the

staff at the press for working with me through production, and to Lisa

DeBoer for providing the index. The anonymous readers who completed

reports for the press modeled intellectual generosity in a way that

I aspire to emulate and improved this manuscript dramatically with their

thoughtful feedback and suggestions. I am indebted to them.

Last but certainly not least, I want to thank my family. My parents,

Kim and Susan Hemphill, have done more for me than I could ever say.

They supported me through a risky career choice, years of schooling, and

a decision to specialize in a topic that made it really difficult to brag to

relatives about my work. They have my eternal gratitude, respect, and

love, and this book is for them. I am also indebted to Gill Mozer, who has

been my rock for these past three years and who has loved me, talked me

through difficult moments, and made me laugh so hard that my cheeks

hurt. Danke.

Acknowledgments xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-73328-1 — Bawdy City
Katie M. Hemphill
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Abbreviations

AMR Alms-House Medical Records, Maryland Historical

Society

BAAB Baltimore Almshouse Admissions Book, Maryland

Historical Society

BCC Baltimore City Court (Dockets and Minutes), Maryland

State Archives

BCCC Baltimore City Criminal Court (Criminal Dockets),

Maryland State Archives

BCCOTGD Baltimore County Court of Oyer and Terminer and Gaol

Delivery (Dockets and Minutes), Maryland State

Archives

BCoRW Baltimore County Register of Wills, Maryland State

Archives

BCRW Baltimore City Register of Wills, Maryland State Archives

MVC Maryland Vice Commission

MVCR Maryland Vice Commission Report, Enoch Pratt Library

xv

www.cambridge.org/9781108733281
www.cambridge.org

