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Introduction

For most Americans, the notion of “slumming” conjures up 
images of well-to-do whites’ late-night excursions to the cab-
arets of Prohibition-era Harlem. Like the African American 
chanteuse Bricktop, they likely recall a time when “Harlem  
was the ‘in’ place to go for music and booze,” and “every 
night the limousines pulled up to the corner,” disgorging 
celebrities and hundreds of other “rich whites . . . all dolled 
up in their furs and jewels.” The more socially and politically 
attuned might recollect scenes of interracial camaraderie, in 
which white jazz musicians and aficionados eagerly inter-
acted with beloved black performers and patrons at Small’s 
Paradise or budding civil rights activists attended fundrais-
ers for the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) at the popular Lenox Club. Yet 
when Americans think about slumming, in all likelihood 
they imagine scenes that emphasize the more pejorative  
aspects of this once-popular cultural practice. Recalling Jim 
Crow establishments such as the Cotton Club and Connie’s 
Inn, they probably envision segregated crowds of inebri-
ated, well-to-do “Nordics” being entertained by a host of 
scantily clad, light-skinned chorus girls and darker-skinned 
musicians. Or perhaps they imagine even more bawdy 
scenes, in which otherwise “respectable” white women and 
men ventured into Harlem’s lower-scale dives in search  
of supposedly more authentic black entertainment, cross- 
racial sexual encounters, and the anonymity necessary to 
allow themselves to indulge in the “primitive” behaviors 
and desires they associated with blacks.1
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From the best intentioned to the most horrifyingly exploitative, each 
of these scenarios depicts some aspect of what slumming has come to 
represent in U.S. cultural memory. But the tendency to remember this 
complex practice as a Prohibition-era, New York–centered encounter be-
tween whites and blacks hardly does justice to the crucial role slumming 
played in shaping the popular conceptualization of race, sexuality, and 
urban space in the United States over the course of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. The practice of slumming began some 
three decades before Prohibition became effective nationwide in 1920, 
and it persisted well beyond the repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment 
in 1933. Moreover, while the U.S. version of slumming probably started 
in Manhattan and certainly reached its apogee in that city, in one form 
or another this cultural phenomenon materialized in every major U.S. 
urban center and many smaller ones, and its effects on the ways that 
Americans thought about urban life and the different types of people 
who resided in U.S. cities resonated even in the most sparsely populated 
areas of this sprawling nation.

The social dynamics of this voyeuristic, oft-demeaning but always 
revealing practice also extended well beyond the parameters of any 
preconceived notion of crossing a presumed white/black racial divide. 
From the mid-1880s until the outbreak of the Second World War, an 
overlapping progression of slumming vogues encouraged affluent white 
Americans to investigate a variety of socially marginalized urban neigh-
borhoods and the diverse populations that inhabited them. In its earli-
est formulation, slumming prompted thousands of well-to-do whites to 
explore spaces associated with working-class southern and eastern Euro-
pean immigrants, Chinese immigrants, and blacks. But successive gen-
erations of such pleasure seekers set their sights instead on the tearooms 
of “free-loving” bohemian artists and radicals, the jazz cabarets of urban 
blacks, and the speakeasies and nightclubs associated with lesbians and 
gay men. As they did so, slummers gave lie to the commonly held no-
tion that U.S. cities of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
were little more than urban congeries of highly segregated racial and 
sexual communities. Moreover, they spurred the development of an ar-
ray of new commercialized leisure spaces that simultaneously promoted 
social mixing and recast the sexual and racial landscape of American 
urban culture and space.2

By focusing on the nightlife of New York and Chicago, this book 
delineates the crucial historical moment when slumming captured the 
popular imagination—and the pocketbooks—of well-to-do white Ameri-
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cans, demonstrating how this distinctive cultural practice transformed 
racial and sexual ideologies in the United States. As a heterosocial phe-
nomenon through which substantial numbers of white middle-class 
women first joined their male counterparts to partake of urban leisure 
and public space, slumming provided a relatively comfortable means 
of negotiating the shifting contours of public gender relations and the 
spatial and demographic changes that restructured most U.S. cities dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet slumming 
accomplished more than simply creating places where affluent whites 
were encouraged to cross preconceived racial and sexual boundaries. By 
opening spaces where people could explore their sexual fantasies out-
side the social constraints of their own neighborhoods and where those 
who engaged in same-sex and cross-racial relationships could publicly 
express their desires, this popular phenomenon played an extensive 
role in the proliferation of new sexual and racial identities. In charting 
the full range of such complex cultural dynamics over a period of more 
than five decades, this book argues that slumming contributed signifi-
cantly to the emergence and codification of a new twentieth-century  
hegemonic social order—one that was structured primarily around an 
increasingly polarized white/black racial axis and a hetero/homo sexual 
binary that were defined in reciprocal relationship to one another.3

When well-to-do whites went slumming in turn-of-the-century U.S. 
cities, crossing the neighborhood boundaries that separated their daily 
lives from the urban poor, they built on a long tradition of similar excur-
sions. Since at least the mid-1830s, New York’s wealthier residents and 
occasional sightseers regularly visited impoverished urban areas, such 
as the lower Manhattan neighborhood known as Five Points. Like later- 
nineteenth-century slumming parties, these early visitors walked the 
streets and examined the hovels and low-down dives of immigrant and  
working-class New York. But in several important respects, their explora-
tions of urban poverty and immorality differed from the slumming excur-
sions that became so popular in New York and Chicago over the course 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.4 First, in the mixed 
landscape of the mid-nineteenth-century walking city, where the homes 
of affluent and poor were jumbled together in close proximity not only 
with each other but also with a variety of commercial enterprises, these 
early ramblings usually covered no more than a few blocks. As such, 
they were more investigations of pockets of degradation and illicit activ-
ities in affluent whites’ own neighborhoods than ventures into separate  



INTRODUCTION

�

urban districts. Only after the mid-1850s, but especially during the Gilded  
Age building boom that followed the Civil War, did this relatively in-
tegrated urban environment give way to the increasingly hierarchical 
arrangement of urban culture and space, which provided the basis for 
affluent whites to imagine their journeys into immigrant and working-
class New York neighborhoods as slumming excursions into wholly 
distinct—even foreign—urban districts. In the younger city of Chicago, 
this requisite reorganization of urban space occurred even slightly later, 
during the massive reconstruction efforts undertaken following the fa-
mous 1871 conflagration.5

The cultural context of mid-nineteenth-century journeys into the im-
migrant and working-class sections of New York and Chicago also set them 
apart from later slumming excursions. Although some mid-nineteenth-
century New Yorkers and Chicagoans clearly ventured into these areas 
simply to satisfy their curiosity about local social and moral conditions, 
the vast majority of the women and men who toured Five Points and simi-
lar districts in Chicago did so in conjunction with two well-defined urban 
institutions: the evangelical Protestant moral reform movement and the 
more boisterous, class-integrated sporting culture of urban men.

At a time when a new white middle-class ideology of separate spheres 
required women to structure their lives around hearth and home, fun-
damentally ceding the public realm of the city to men, the moral reform 
work carried out by evangelical Protestants provided mid-nineteenth- 
century women with their only respectable entrée into urban working-
class life. To preserve their good reputations, under nearly all circum-
stances “respectable” women steered clear of poverty-stricken urban 
neighborhoods, rarely venturing into public at all without a male es-
cort, in order to distance themselves from any association with “public 
women,” or prostitutes. But because the Protestant reform movement 
drew upon women’s domestic expertise, it provided an opportunity for 
religious-minded women to carve out a public role for themselves, un-
dertaking a series of “home visits” to local tenements to teach immigrant 
and workingwomen the “proper” methods of housekeeping and child 
rearing. Other female reformers called upon their reputations for religious 
piety to address the moral conditions of the cities’ tenement districts. 
Descending upon local brothels in the company of like-minded men, 
they launched a program of “active visiting,” endeavoring to convert lo-
cal prostitutes to their particular brand of Christianity and providing ref-
uge in newly founded missions and safe houses to those women whom 
they were able to coax away from the demimonde. Yet even though this  
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work encouraged white middle-class women to interact with the urban 
underworld, its religious impetus and accomplishments clearly set such 
cross-class encounters apart from those that would come to characterize 
slumming at the century’s end.6

The sporting culture of mid-nineteenth-century New York and Chi-
cago shared even more in common with slumming, but it, too, differed in 
significant ways. Organized around access to liquor, gambling, pugilism,  
and cockfighting, sporting-male culture provided a means for white 
middle- and upper-class men to join their working-class brethren in the 
rough-and-tumble environs of the Bowery and comparable working-class  
districts in Chicago. Yet even as such interactions promoted a sense of 
fraternity and mutual respect among a wide range of urban men, the  
possibilities that the sporting life presented for crossing the social and 
cultural boundaries of the city remained restricted almost entirely to the  
male domain. Grounded in an atmosphere of rowdy male homosocial-
ity, sporting-male culture usually permitted the entry of women only if  
they were sexually available and never if they insisted upon maintain-
ing a sense of decorum and respectability. In fact, as important as drink-
ing and gambling were to the establishment of a sense of cross-class 
camaraderie, that camaraderie’s very existence was maintained in large 
part by men’s shared access to the sexual favors and paid services of 
working-class women.7 Such interactions persisted, of course, with the 
advent of slumming in the mid-1880s. But because this latter practice 
was part and parcel of the increasing heterosocialization of urban lei-
sure, in which the public dance hall and other “cheap amusements” 
supplanted the all-male environs of the saloon, it afforded respectable 
women of all classes with a range of new opportunities for crossing the 
social and cultural boundaries of the city.8 Participating in New York’s 
nascent bohemian subculture of writers, actors, and artists, a handful 
of actresses and society matrons got a jumpstart on this trend during 
the 1870s, visiting Chinatown opium dens and popular Bowery and 
Tenderloin concert halls. But for most affluent white women in Chi-
cago and New York, the chance to partake of such pleasure-oriented ex-
cursions into the cities’ immigrant and working-class districts became 
available only at the end of the nineteenth century.9

To a significant degree, then, the practice of slumming emerged from 
the consolidation of these two earlier traditions of cross-cultural encoun-
ter, combining the reform movement’s engagement of respectable white 
middle-class women with the sporting-male culture’s unabashed pur-
suit of pleasure. Indeed, in its earliest formulations, the very notion of 
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slumming often retained some sense of the benevolent work undertaken  
by nineteenth-century female reformers.10 Such was certainly the case 
when an 1888 tract on female and child labor reported that “Mrs. Dr. 
Clinton Locke . . . has, perhaps, done more real charity for the Chicago 
poor” by going “ ‘slumming’ . . . into the holes and hovels . . . where she 
personally taught ignorant Irish, Polish, Swedish, German, and Italian 
mothers how to make broth from scraps, gruels from chaff, and tempt-
ing cookies from cheap flours.”11 But as an increasing number of well-to-
do whites set out to “do the slums” of New York and Chicago (figure 1),  
the popular definition and practice of slumming shifted more defini-
tively toward the pursuit of amusement. In an emerging heterosocial 
permutation of the earlier sporting-male culture, slumming actively en-
couraged middle- and upper-class white women to join their husbands, 
boyfriends, and brothers as active participants in the rambunctious en-
virons of the cities’ immigrant and working-class resorts.

1	 				According	to	the	original	caption	this	engraving	shows	two	well-to-do	white	women	and	
their	male	escort	“doing	the	slums”	of	the	Five	Points	district	of	New	York	under	police	su-
pervision.	Before	such	respectable	white	women	began	to	venture	into	the	city’s	immigrant	
and	working-class	resorts	in	the	late	nineteenth	century,	they	often	toured	the	streets	of	
local	slums	to	observe	the	impoverished	conditions	of	New	York’s	poorest	residents.		
(Reprinted	from	Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper,	December	5,	1885.	Collection	of	the	
Prints	and	Photographs	Division,	Library	of	Congress.)
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Yet this new cultural practice accomplished more than simply open-
ing a previously all-male realm of cross-cultural camaraderie to so-called 
respectable white women. It also served as a mechanism through which 
affluent whites could negotiate the changing demographic character-
istics and spatial organization of modern U.S. cities. Encompassing an 
even broader cultural terrain than its predecessors, slumming became 
central to the emergence of the commercialized leisure industry, prompt-
ing the creation of a variety of new public amusements that promoted 
the crossing of racial and sexual boundaries. This development in turn 
fueled the advent of more intense urban reform campaigns that were de-
signed to police the cross-cultural and sexual interactions that took place 
in these spaces and to reinforce traditional nineteenth-century notions 
of social and sexual propriety and respectability. But as reformers fought  
an uphill—and ultimately unwinnable—battle, white middle- and upper- 
class New Yorkers and Chicagoans began to embrace slumming even 
more heartily—not only as a means to ground the changing popular con-
ceptualization of race and sexuality in particular urban spaces but also as 
an opportunity to shore up their own superior standing in the shifting 
racial and sexual hierarchies by juxtaposing themselves with the women 
and men they encountered on their slumming excursions.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a highly con-
tentious period in U.S. history. The rapid urbanization of an increas-
ingly varied and expanding population—exemplified by the massive 
immigration of southern and eastern Europeans and the unprecedented 
migration of Southern blacks and single women and men to Ameri-
can cities—created a sense of tremendous flux. Indeed, the very basis 
of American nationality was openly and vociferously debated. Histori-
ans have described the antagonistic efforts undertaken by so-called old- 
stock Americans—those of northwestern European descent—to solidify 
the boundaries that separated them from the supposed danger posed by 
these new urban populations. An ever-expanding array of public and 
private reform organizations battled to control the moral construction 
of the urban landscape, stigmatizing and criminalizing the social and 
sexual behavior of immigrants, blacks, and single women and men, 
while attempting to Americanize them through the imposition of the 
standards of middle-class respectability.12

U.S. cities were also marred by the rebirth of particularly virulent 
strains of nativism and racism. The Red Scare that followed the First World 
War painted Italian and Russian—especially Jewish—immigrants as po-
tent, socialistic threats to the Anglo-American way of life. Native-born  
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whites led a campaign for legislative quotas, slowing eastern and south-
ern European immigration to a trickle and completely excluding the 
entry of Asian immigrants into the United States.13 During this same 
period, the Ku Klux Klan experienced dramatic growth, especially in 
Northern U.S. cities, where the animosity of its estimated four to five 
million members was directed primarily against adherents to the “alien” 
religions of Catholicism and Judaism. The Klan’s historical reign of vio-
lence against African Americans also continued; lynchings occurred 
with frightening frequency well into the 1930s, enforcing racial, class, 
and gendered hierarchies of power through sheer force of terror. When 
Southern blacks migrated to northern cities in search of better economic 
and social conditions, they were greeted with still more violence—at the 
workplace, in the streets, and in an extraordinary wave of urban riots 
during the late 1910s and early 1920s.14

The hostility of old-stock Americans was also directed at the single 
women and men who flooded U.S. cities during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Although the women’s suffrage move-
ment overcame strong opposition to achieve passage of the Nineteenth 
Amendment in 1920, its supporters were increasingly lesbian-baited be-
cause of their expressed opposition to women’s traditional roles. Other 
“New Women,” single men, and urban bohemians were castigated for 
their supposed sexual immorality and promiscuity. Their support for 
birth control measures, engagement in sexual relations for pleasure, and 
other transgressions against reproductive sexuality rendered them social 
outcasts on par with prostitutes and so-called sexual inverts.15

Such developments marked the extremes in the struggle to maintain 
or reorganize the structure of power in early-twentieth-century U.S. cit-
ies, but similar battles occurred on a daily basis in the more mundane 
reaches of urban life—on neighborhood streets, for example, and in lo-
cal workplaces, housing, and public amusements. During the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the slumming venues of New York 
and Chicago furnished a unique space for such everyday struggles by 
encouraging middle- and upper-class whites to choose to interact with 
the women and men who lived in the cities’ socially marginalized dis-
tricts. In the absence of any fixed biological or cultural notions of race 
and sexuality, this decision to go slumming provided a powerful means 
to naturalize changing notions of racial and sexual difference by “mark-
ing” them into the material culture and physical spaces of U.S. cities. 
That is, as well-to-do whites interacted with the inhabitants of increas-
ingly racialized and sexualized urban neighborhoods, slumming made 
the abstractions of race and sexuality seem more stable and “real.”16
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This book’s first two chapters trace the spatial dimensions of this phe-
nomenon, documenting both the shifting cultural geography of slum-
ming and the range of regulatory mechanisms that white middle-class 
reformers and municipal officials devised to police the social and sexual 
interactions that took place in these spaces. Concocted as a way for well-
to-do whites to observe and sometimes interact with the most “foreign” 
residents of late-nineteenth-century New York and Chicago, slumming 
began as a place-based activity focused on the so-called slums and red-
light districts inhabited by recent southern and eastern European im-
migrants, blacks, and Chinese. Yet even as this unique cultural practice 
prompted affluent whites to participate in the bustling public culture of 
these districts, it also reified the notion of the slum as a container for the 
degradation and immorality commonly associated with such racialized  
populations. However, when reformers successfully effected the closure 
of the cities’ red-light districts in the early- to mid-1910s, slumming be-
came detached from the specific urban locale of the slum and assumed 
the status of an activity in and of itself. Rather than describing affluent 
white pleasure seekers’ participation in the dance halls and saloons of the 
cities’ immigrant and working-class districts, slumming became a type 
of amusement that they used to negotiate subsequent demographic and 
spatial changes in the city. As sizable new populations of “free-loving”  
bohemian artists and radicals, blacks, and lesbians and gay men appeared 
in New York and Chicago, they each became the subjects of successive 
new slumming vogues. These vogues in turn helped to associate each of 
the new populations with particular urban spaces, simultaneously estab-
lishing them in the public’s mind as exotic others—as the residents of 
the immigrant and working-class districts before them had been—while 
downgrading the urban spaces with which they were associated by cast-
ing them in terms of the slum.

Building on this cultural geography, the final four chapters of this 
book critically examine the everyday racial and sexual negotiations that 
took place among the participants during each of four successive slum-
ming vogues. Beginning with affluent whites’ turn-of-the-century excur-
sions into the slums and red-light districts of Chicago and New York, the 
chapters focus sequentially on slummers’ search for “bohemian thrillage,” 
their increasing fascination with the “Negro vogue,” and the emergence 
of the “pansy and lesbian craze.” From the mid-1880s until the outbreak 
of the Second World War, these vogues prompted the development of a 
range of public amusements where the ongoing transformation of racial 
and sexual ideologies in the United States could be intimately experi-
enced and where participants were encouraged to use their slumming 
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excursions to mark emerging conceptions of race and sexuality in the 
popular culture and space of U.S. cities.

As recent historical studies by Mathew Frye Jacobson, Robert Orsi, 
David R. Roediger, and others have demonstrated, the residents of late-
nineteenth-century U.S. cities had a very different perception of “race” 
and racial difference from that which would become hegemonic by the 
middle of the twentieth century. Rather than viewing all individuals 
as either white or black, they operated within a racial framework that 
cast recent immigrants from southern and eastern Europe—especially 
Italians and Jews—as a sort of nonwhite “in-between” group of peoples, 
situated above blacks in the racial hierarchy of the United States but 
beneath old-stock whites.17 They likewise possessed a different under-
standing of sexual normalcy and difference than that defined by the 
hetero/homo sexual dyad that also consolidated its cultural hegemony 
in the mid-twentieth century. As scholars such as George Chauncey, 
Lisa Duggan, and Jonathan Ned Katz have shown, in the late nineteenth 
century—and among many immigrant and working-class communities 
well into the first decades of the twentieth century—sexual abnormal-
ity was defined not by the expression of one’s sexual desire for a per-
son of the same sex but by one’s adoption of the mannerisms, public 
comportment, and even sexual roles commonly associated with mem-
bers of the so-called opposite sex. That is, “mannish women” and femi-
nine male “fairies” were considered to be sexually abnormal, but their 
more normatively gendered sexual partners were not. Feminine women 
and masculine men who abided by the sexual and other cultural roles 
conventionally ascribed to their sex could engage in same-sex sexual 
encounters without risking stigmatization or the loss of their status as 
purportedly normal women and men.18

Mapping the complex relationship between racial formation and sex-
ual classification in the United States over the course of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, this book details the crucial role 
that slumming played both in making visible and in facilitating the  
transition from one racial and sexual regime to the next. In addition, it 
demonstrates that the transformation from a gendered sexual regime to 
the now-hegemonic hetero/homo sexual binary was inextricably linked 
to the emergence of an increasingly polarized white/black racial axis—
and vice versa. As successive slumming vogues encouraged affluent  
white women and men to position themselves in relation to a shifting 
series of racial and sexual “others,” slumming provided a mechanism 
through which its participants could use both race and sexual encoun-
ters to mediate their transition from one system of sexual classification 
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to another. Moreover, by creating spaces where Jewish and Italian im-
migrants could begin to consolidate their claim to whiteness by simul-
taneously emulating and differentiating themselves from the sexual 
permissiveness and “primitivism” they had come to associate with black 
urban culture, slumming also ensured that shifting notions of sexual 
propriety and respectability became integral to the definition of race. 
That is, despite its occasional egalitarian impulses, slumming proved to  
be largely complicit both in the efforts of previously nonwhite or “in-
between” racial groups to secure whiteness at the expense of black sub-
jugation and in the refashioning of sexual normalcy and difference from 
a gendered system of marginalized fairies and mannish women to a cul-
tural dyad that privileged heterosexual object choice.19

A few words are in order about the book’s terminology and its title. 
Although slumming clearly had derogatory connotations in the United 
States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many of 
which persist today, I have chosen to retain—and even emphasize—this 
term for several important reasons. Foremost among these is the preva-
lence with which turn-of-the-century Americans relied upon the notion 
of slumming to describe their participation in activities that encouraged 
them to venture into the city’s more socially marginalized neighbor-
hoods. In its most demeaning formulation, some affluent white pleasure 
seekers no doubt used the term consciously to reinforce their sense of 
social and moral superiority over the residents of the districts that they 
visited. But following the precedent of its British origins, slumming also  
lent itself to more well-meaning uses, whether describing the benevo-
lent work that charitable organizations undertook in impoverished ur-
ban neighborhoods or the practice of living among the residents of the 
slum in settlement houses or religious missions.20 More often, however, 
Americans simply employed the term mindlessly, embracing it as ca-
sually as they did each of the popular slumming crazes while paying 
little or no attention to how their language—or even the practice of 
slumming itself—was received by the women and men who became the 
objects of such cultural fascination.

In an effort to avoid such thoughtless usage of the term, this book 
critically examines both the rhetoric and the practice of slumming, giv-
ing as much attention to the way that socially marginalized groups re-
sisted slummers’ incursions into their neighborhoods as to the actions 
and ideas of the slummers themselves. But at the same time, it embraces 
the term’s flexibility and its historical application to a wide array of ac-
tivities, finding in the notion of slumming a useful shorthand (especially  
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in the absence of any more applicable term) to encapsulate the full 
range of cross-racial and sexual encounters that took place in New York 
and Chicago over the course of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. This is not to say that all the activities encompassed in this 
study constituted a form of slumming in any classical, voyeuristic sense. 
Most settlement house workers and moral reformers, for example, were 
motivated to visit the cities’ immigrant and working-class neighbor-
hoods less to indulge in sexual or racialized thrills than to participate in 
well-meaning projects of social uplift. Yet by linking such sincere cross-
cultural encounters with their more voyeuristic cousins, the rubric of 
slumming plays an important analytical role—that of reminding readers 
that no matter how different an individual’s motivations for visiting so-
cially marginalized urban districts might initially seem, they often prove 
more similar upon closer examination.21 For instance, although white 
jazz musicians ventured to Harlem and Bronzeville more out of a sincere  
appreciation of black rhythms and performance techniques than from 
any fascination with the alleged primitivism of black urban life, their 
interactions with black entertainers could be every bit as exploitative as 
the actions of more typical slummers. Indeed, many black jazz perform-
ers accused their white compatriots of stealing and capitalizing upon 
their musical innovations.

Throughout the book, readers will also encounter a number of de-
rogatory terms that white Americans used to denote racial and sexual 
others during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As with 
the rhetoric of slumming, I have used such terms advisedly both to give 
a feeling of the historical era under consideration and to provide criti-
cal insight into the racial and sexual dynamics of turn-of-the-century 
American culture. Following well-established traditions in the history of 
U.S. sexuality, for instance, I have employed historically accurate terms 
such as fairy, pansy, bulldagger, and queer in order to call attention to 
the differences between our present-day understanding of sexual iden-
tities and practices and those that were commonplace a century ago. 
(To avoid the repetitive use of the rather clinical-sounding homosexu-
als and homosexuality, however, I have sometimes resorted to the some-
what anachronistic use of gay men and lesbians and have occasionally 
employed the adjective queer, as used by present-day queer theorists to 
encompass an even broader range of nonnormative or antinormative 
sexual identities and practices.) Although also endeavoring to document 
a racial landscape significantly different from that of the present day, 
for the most part I have avoided the use (except in direct quotations) 
of historically accurate terms such as Hebrews, Chinamen, Negroes, and 
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even more derogatory racial references. Hewing to the traditions and 
conventions of historical studies of race and ethnicity, I have opted in-
stead for the present-day parlance of Jewish, Chinese, black, and African 
American—although the last is used only when it can be applied with 
certainty, since a significant number of urban blacks in early-twentieth-
century New York and Chicago were West Indian immigrants.

Two additional parameters of the study also require some explanation: 
the book’s geographic focus and the scope and limitations of the primary 
sources upon which its arguments are based. While slumming played a 
significant role in the nightlife of many (if not all) U.S. cities, this study 
focuses on the sexual and racial encounters that took shape in the pub-
lic amusements of Chicago and New York. It does so primarily to take 
advantage of both the extensive documentation and the complex social 
dynamics of these urban centers. As the two largest cities in the country 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, New York and 
Chicago were the subjects of extensive studies by urban sociologists and 
private anti-vice organizations.22 Indeed, the voluminous unpublished 
field reports of these organizations comprise a significant portion of the 
evidence that appears in this book. But more importantly, the diverse 
populations of these two cities provide an opportunity to explore the 
widest variety of slumming’s permutations—from affluent whites’ excur-
sions into the dives frequented by southern and eastern European immi-
grants, Chinese immigrants, and blacks to their subsequent explorations 
of bohemian tearooms and masquerades, black-and-tan cabarets, and 
 the nightclubs and drag balls frequented by lesbians and gay men.

In assessing the relative significance of the phenomenon of slum-
ming in both New York and Chicago, the unpublished correspondence, 
memoirs, and reminiscences of prominent writers, musicians, and so-
cialites have proved invaluable. Yet in an attempt to document the in-
teractions that took place among ordinary women and men in the cities’ 
more marginal nightspots, this book employs a much wider variety of 
sources, including local government records, sociological studies, nov-
els, newspapers, and trade magazines. Perhaps the most important—and 
certainly the most plentiful—evidence, however, comes from the field 
reports of undercover investigators employed by private anti-vice organi-
zations such as the Committee of Fourteen in New York and the Juvenile 
Protective Association in Chicago. These documents provide particularly 
valuable descriptions of urban slumming venues and the activities that 
occurred within them. Read at face value, they offer some sense of the 
white middle-class objections to slumming, but they also yield impor-
tant insights when read against the grain. Mindful of their prejudices 
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and moral assumptions, I have attempted to do just that, compensating 
for the relative paucity of first-person responses to slumming by teasing 
out the reactions of immigrants, blacks, bohemians, and homosexuals 
as recorded, either directly or indirectly, in such investigative reports. I 
have also used these reports on occasion to document the actions and 
beliefs of the slummers themselves, having found that the distinction 
between thrill seeking and investigative expeditions was often a narrow 
one indeed.

Finally, given the subject of this study, it seems imperative to say a few 
words about the book’s relation to the phenomenon under examination. 
Drawing on often-explicit primary source material in order to provide a 
glimpse into the intimate history of cross-racial and sexual encounters in 
the nightlife of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century New York 
and Chicago, this book clearly runs the risk of promoting some version 
of “armchair slumming” among its readers. No doubt some will find 
parts of this book titillating and sensationalistic. But in critically analyz-
ing and historically contextualizing even the most salacious accounts of 
past social and sexual interactions, this book seeks to make productive 
use of the voyeuristic aspects of such research in order to reveal the com-
plex, sometimes exploitative and often erotic processes through which 
racial and sexual ideologies were constructed more than a century ago 
and through which they continue to find their power today. If the result 
of this enterprise is as pleasurable and stimulating as it is informative, so 
much the better.
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Into the Slums: The Spatial  
Organization, Cultural  
Geography, and Regulation 
of a New Urban Pastime

In the mid-1880s, affluent white New Yorkers embraced a 
new form of urban amusement, forming “slumming par-
ties,” as they called them, to explore the immigrant and 
working-class districts of the city’s Lower East Side. Copying  
the latest London trend, they would gather a small group of 
male and female friends, hire a police escort and, according  
to one newspaper account of these early excursions, set out  
to “see for themselves how the poorer classes live.” These late-
night sojourns guided well-to-do whites into the crowded  
tenements of the “Italian and Hungarian colonies on the 
east side,” through the Jewish immigrant commercial and 
residential districts located along Baxter and Hester streets, 
“and thence on a regular tour of the dives,” including the  
Bowery’s bustling concert halls and the nearby “Celestial 
eating houses” and “opium joints” of Chinatown.1

Heralding the advent of this new urban phenomenon, the 
New York Times predicted in the autumn of 1884 that “the 
latest fashionable idiosyncrasy in London—i.e., the visiting 
of the slums of the great city by parties of ladies and gentle-
men for sightseeing—” was certain to “become a fashion-
able dissipation . . . among our belles.” Although warning 
about the possible dangers associated with such excur-
sions, the Times quickly embraced the trend and suggested  
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a number of other urban districts that might provide some degree of 
amusement for the intrepid slummer. In addition to the crowded tene-
ments of the Lower East Side, the Times recommended “the west side, 
south of Cortlandt-street and west of Broadway, . . . a populous neigh-
borhood, offering many attractions to the sight-seeking slummer, as 
also the line and neighborhood of the elevated railroad in South Fifth-
avenue.” To this already substantial list, the newspaper added the west- 
side Tenderloin, New York’s preeminent red-light district, including 
“the ‘colored’ colony between Twentieth and Thirtieth streets” that 
nestled into its midst. “A few minutes’ walk” in this region, the Times 
noted, “will take the ‘slummer’ from the Oriental splendor of the Hoff-
man House,” a hotel located at Broadway and Twenty-fifth Street, “to 
some of the lowest beer saloons in the city, dingy and dirty, frequented 
by the vilest characters of both sexes.”2

Successive slumming parties soon discarded the police escort, but 
other elements of these early expeditions quickly became standard—not 
only in New York, but also in Chicago and other major U.S. cities. Nearly 
all early slumming excursions included both women and men, reflecting 
the growing trend toward the heterosocialization of public leisure.3 These 
expeditions likewise maintained the early focus on the cities’ Jewish and 
Italian tenement districts, Chinatowns, and the black communities that 
overlapped the cities’ principal red-light districts. During the late nine-
teenth century, middle- and upper-class whites sometimes intruded into 
the very living quarters of the urban poor. By the turn of the century, how-
ever, such unwelcome incursions were usually omitted from the typical  
slumming itinerary. Instead, slummers rambled through neighborhood 
streets, visited immigrant restaurants and shops, and heartily indulged 
in the liquor and easy social and sexual interactions available in the dis-
tricts’ colorful dance halls and saloons.

A popular new cultural amusement, slumming made manifest the 
profound physical and demographic transformations that reshaped U.S. 
cities during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While 
encouraging well-to-do white pleasure seekers to venture beyond the 
protective confines of their own neighborhoods, the practice reinforced 
the public perception of the American city as a segregated place. As the 
term suggests, slumming was centered on the “slum,” designating both a 
physical urban space and a white middle-class idea about that space and 
the people who inhabited it. The emergence of slumming thus revealed 
more about the women and men who participated in this activity than 
about the inhabitants of the urban geographies they visited. Ultimately, 
the pastime demonstrated the extent to which prosperous New York-
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ers and Chicagoans bought into the misguided notion that the slum 
and the red-light district were spaces where degradation and immorality 
could be safely cordoned off from their own families and homes.

While reform-minded middle- and upper-class whites eventually 
forced the closure of the red-light districts and slum resorts that at-
tracted affluent thrill seekers in turn-of-the-century New York and Chi-
cago, attempts to police these areas and to regulate the behavior of their 
inhabitants often served to reinforce their appeal. The presence of reform-
ers—especially female reformers—on the streets and in the tenements 
and dives of these districts paradoxically suggested that such spaces 
were safe for popular congregation, and reformers’ activities in the cit-
ies’ slums and red-light districts were often remarkably similar to those 
of their pleasure-seeking compatriots. Whether they took the form of 
benevolent uplift, sociological investigation, or the mere pursuit of plea-
sure, intrusions into the slums were first and foremost the product of a 
particular bourgeois conception of the spatial dynamics and organization  
of U.S. cities during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The Slum, the Red-Light District,  
and the Spatial Origins of Slumming

Slumming was an activity that emerged from the dramatic social and 
spatial reconfiguration of U.S. cities during the latter decades of the nine-
teenth century. Given its connotations of venturing beneath one’s own 
social standing and beyond the parameters of one’s local neighborhood, 
the practice marked both the cultural ascendancy of a vibrant and siz-
able urban middle class and the increasing geographic segregation of 
U.S. cities along class lines. In short, slumming was a practice that re-
quired the advent of the slum—as an identifiable urban space and as an  
ideological concept that carefully separated the lives and homes of well-
to-do white women and men from the deprivation and degradation as-
sociated with urban poverty.4

The idea of the slum as a vast, identifiable, even menacing, district of 
urban poverty was a direct outgrowth of the economic transformations 
and technological innovations of Gilded Age urban America. In New 
York and Chicago, for instance, an unprecedented building boom gave 
rise to hundreds of new commercial structures, including massive urban 
department stores and high-rise office buildings, that initially benefited 
the cities’ elite and burgeoning middle classes. But as these expanding 
commercial districts encroached upon neighboring dwellings, most of 
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the white middle- and upper-class residents of New York and Chicago 
departed the central cities. Taking advantage of the introduction of new 
modes of mass transit that made commuting downtown to work more 
affordable, they relocated to exclusive new suburban communities or to 
the elaborate apartment buildings that were being constructed in up-
town Manhattan and along the lakefront on Chicago’s North Side.5

Although this movement of affluent whites to class-segregated resi-
dential enclaves created an unprecedented geographic divide between 
the urban poor and the elite, working-class migration also contributed 
to the emergence of the slum. When the development of large-scale 
manufacturing led to the creation of industrial suburbs on the outskirts 
of New York and Chicago, thousands of workingmen and women— 
especially those of native birth or of German or Irish parentage—chose 
to leave the cities’ centers in pursuit of increased economic opportuni-
ties, all but abandoning the dwellings of the central city to the most dis-
solute and impoverished of urban residents, as well as to those unskilled 
laborers who comprised the bulk of the cities’ most recent arrivals.6

Inhabited primarily by this motley crew of urban “failures” and new-
comers unfamiliar with the ways of the city, the slum became associated 
in the minds of most Americans with extreme poverty and abjection. 
Yet the area’s degenerating reputation was not simply a product of its 
changing residential composition; it was a direct outgrowth of the slum’s 
unique physical environs. Although the emerging new central business 
districts of New York and Chicago had swallowed up substantial portions  
of their urban cores, the uneven commercial development of these districts  
had subjected other sections of the cities’ centers to dereliction and ne-
glect. Holding out for the higher profits associated with the area’s whole-
sale transformation, real estate owners were often reluctant to make even 
the most minor repairs to decaying buildings in the central city. Instead, 
they encouraged the subdivision of these dwellings into lodging houses 
and tenements, seeking short-term gains by packing increasing numbers 
of residents into the homes that had been abandoned by the cities’ more 
prosperous residents.7

As these dilapidated neighborhoods lay fallow for extended periods of 
time, property owners sought to wrench even more revenue from them 
by building additional structures in vacant lots and in the rear yards of 
existing tenements, intensifying the congestion and urban blight that 
so alarmed reformers. In New York, this process produced an increas-
ingly high-rise, brick-clad district of twenty-five-foot-wide “dumb-bell” 
tenements that, according to the New York State Tenement House Com-
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mission of 1900, routinely squeezed “as many as 100 to 150 persons in 
one building, extending up six or seven stories into the air.” In Chicago, 
however, the physical landscape of the slum was somewhat different. 
Although New York–style tenement buildings began to appear in the 
slums of the Windy City at the turn of the century, most of Chicago’s 
tenement districts were characterized by ramshackle two- and three-
story wooden houses that had been subdivided to accommodate mul-
tiple families. Despite these differences, reformers generally agreed that 
the tenements of both cities shared several distinctive qualities, includ-
ing “lack of light and ventilation, insufficient protection against fire, 
[and] surroundings so unclean and uncomfortable as to make home life 
almost impossible.” Yet even as the physical crowding of bodies and 
structures made the cities’ slums seem more noxious and uninviting, 
it produced a sense of containment that served both to convince afflu-
ent white New Yorkers and Chicagoans that their daily lives were safely 
isolated from these districts and to provoke their curiosity and concern 
about the goings-on in such spaces.8

From the mid-1880s through the early 1910s, this concomitant curios-
ity and concern about the social and moral conditions of the slum moti-
vated thousands of well-to-do white women and men to participate in a 
range of cross-class interactions, each of which operated under the gen-
eral rubric of “slumming.” As the Chicago Tribune noted in a 1907 edito-
rial, urban Americans considered the activities of “members of religious 
organizations like the Salvation Army,” who visited the “slum districts” 
of the city “with the hope of finding people who have been reported to 
them as lost to home and friends,” to be a form of slumming. But they also 
employed the term to describe the endeavors of “sociological workers” 
who labored to understand the social and physical conditions of poverty, 
“in order that intelligent action may be taken in the direction of remedy 
or restraint.” Thus, slumming encompassed both the fact-gathering ex-
peditions of the nation’s earliest urban sociologists and the home visits 
and educational campaigns that women reformers established in tene-
ment districts. Even the muckraking journalism of Jacob A. Riis, George 
Kibbe Turner, and others was perceived as a type of slumming—albeit 
one that prompted readers to partake of a little “armchair slumming” 
of their own as they followed such authors on their sensationalistic  
forays into the cities’ immigrant and working-class neighborhoods.9

At the turn of the last century, however, the term was far more com-
monly used to describe those excursions into the cities’ slums for which 
the Chicago Tribune could find “no excuse.” Composed of “well dressed 
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and apparently respectable” white women and men, who appeared to 
be motivated by little more than “vulgar curiosity” and “a morbid desire 
to find out how the underworld lives,” these slumming parties left the 
newspaper’s editors both irritated and perplexed. Other types of slum-
ming might be justified by the participants’ desires to improve—or at 
least to document—the social and moral ills that Americans came to as-
sociate with the slum. But the Tribune found absolutely no benefit in the 
exploits of affluent whites who ventured “from one resort to another in-
tent upon seeing the sights,” when “there are enough people who must 
be brought into contact with the evil of the world without needlessly in-
creasing the number.” Yet even as the newspaper’s editors lobbied for the 
“slumming party as an amusement . . . [to] be frowned down,” their rhet-
oric made explicit the basic premise that united all turn-of-the-century  
slumming excursions: namely, that the slum constituted an identifiable 
and uniform region of urban poverty, congestion, and decay that was 
segregated, both geographically and morally, from the residential dis-
tricts inhabited by middle- and upper-class whites.10

This image of the slum was, of course, at odds with that held by 
many of the immigrant and working-class women and men who called 
these districts home. Although some slum dwellers, such as the rural 
Italian immigrant Leonard Covello, bemoaned the fact that “the endless 
monotonous rows of tenement buildings . . . shut out the sky” in New 
York, replacing “sunlight and fresh air” with “four walls and people over 
and under and on all sides of us,” many others viewed these districts 
as vibrant, bustling communities that afforded immigrants and black 
migrants from the rural South with a unique opportunity to establish a 
toehold in the urban world. From a white middle-class perspective, the 
living conditions that residents encountered in the tenement districts of 
both New York and Chicago were far from acceptable, but for the im-
migrant or working-class migrant who had only recently arrived in the 
city, they provided cheap, reliable accommodation in a central location. 
The slums of New York and Chicago afforded easy access to the employ-
ment opportunities available in the cities’ new central business districts, 
including unskilled work in warehouses and transportation terminals, 
and the neighborhoods’ lower rents enabled residents to save up funds 
either to finance their own eventual return home or to subsidize the sub-
sequent migration of family and friends. The slums were made more ap-
pealing, too, by the opportunities they provided new residents to live in 
close proximity to others who spoke the same native language, practiced 
the same religion and customs, and ate the same foods. Doubtless each 
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of these benefits was undercut by the more commonly recognized disad-
vantages of the neighborhoods’ crowded and dilapidated quarters. Yet 
“in spite of all the difficulties that are thrown in their way by economic 
struggle and municipal neglect,” more than one reformer noted that “in 
a large majority of cases” the immigrant and working-class residents of 
such districts lived “a clean and decent life.”11

Slummers, of course, lacked such a nuanced understanding of the 
tenement districts. Whether intended primarily for the sake of amuse-
ment or freighted with more lofty social goals, the success of slum-
ming depended upon the existence of relatively stable districts of the 
presumed urban squalor and immorality that piqued the curiosity and 
concern of the cities’ more prosperous residents. Yet just as the white 
middle-class notion of the “slum”—in cultural historian Alan Mayne’s 
formulation—routinely “obscured and distorted the varied spatial forms  
and social conditions to which it was applied,” the practice of slum-
ming, firmly embedded in bourgeois ideology, actively created the very 
balance of pleasure and danger that, in alternate guises of benevolent 
reform and amusement seeking, it both pretended to rectify and ex-
ploited. Indeed, the practice of slumming was responsible not only for 
helping to naturalize the middle-class conception of the slum that per-
meated the popular imagination of turn-of-the-century America but, to 
a significant extent, for its very creation.12

Whether reform oriented or amusement driven, however, slum-
ming excursions into the tenement districts of New York and Chicago 
were less a product of class difference than an outgrowth of the shift-
ing racial landscape of urban America.13 In New York and Chicago, this 
transformation could be attributed, in part, to the steady growth of the 
cities’ black populations. In the thirty-year period from 1880 to 1910, 
according to the U.S. Census Bureau, the “Negro population” of Chi-
cago grew nearly sevenfold, from 6,480 to 44,103, while in Manhattan 
it more than tripled, from 19,663 to 60,534. The emergence of a small 
but clearly identifiable Chinese urban community during these same 
years also contributed to the changing racial landscape of New York and 
Chicago. The Chinese population of Manhattan swelled from 731 in 
1880 to 3,476 in 1910, and the rate of increase was even more dramatic 
in Chicago, from 171 to 1,778.14

The most significant factor in these cities’ racial transformations, 
however, was the influx of Italians, Jews, and other immigrants who 
began arriving from southern and eastern Europe during the last two de-
cades of the nineteenth century. As late as the mid-1880s, these “new” 
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immigrants constituted less than a quarter of the people entering the 
United States each year, but by 1896 and for more than two decades 
thereafter, these groups comprised the vast majority of new arrivals. A 
substantial proportion of these new immigrants took up residence in 
New York and Chicago, radically transforming the demographic pro-
files of these two cities. In 1890, only 39,951 Italians lived in Manhat-
tan. By 1910, the number had grown to 199,757, not counting their 
American-born children. Although more difficult to measure, the Jewish 
population also rose considerably during this period. U.S. census figures 
documenting the growth of Manhattan’s Russian-born population, the 
vast majority of which was Jewish, provide a rough estimation of this 
expansion—from 48,790 residents in 1890 to 285,198 in 1910. While 
smaller in absolute numbers, the growing concentration of Italian and 
Jewish immigrants in Chicago was equally remarkable: the Italian-born 
population grew nearly eightfold, from a meager 5,685 residents in 
1890 to 45,169 in 1910, while the city’s Jewish population (as estimated 
through census figures for Russian-born immigrants) experienced an 
even more dramatic expansion, from 7,683 residents in 1890 to 121,786 
in 1910. Because these figures do not include American-born offspring 
of these groups, they necessarily underestimate both the size of new im-
migrant communities in New York and Chicago and their impact on the 
racial dynamics of the two cities.15

The extraordinary degree of fascination with which slummers ap-
proached the tenement districts inhabited by these sizable new racial-
ized urban populations was prominently exhibited in the popular press 
of the day. Whether in magazine articles or in book-length exposés, re-
formers and muckraking journalists alike provided vivid glimpses into 
the elaborate and seemingly distinct social worlds that blacks, Chinese, 
Jewish, and Italian immigrants constructed in the dilapidated slums of  
New York and Chicago. Foremost among these accounts was Jacob A. 
Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890), which introduced readers to the 
variety of new immigrant and working-class groups that had begun to  
settle on the Lower East Side of New York. But Riis’s book was only 
one of an astonishing array of publications that offered armchair slum-
mers an intimate tour of the lively street life and ramshackle dives of 
the black districts popularly known as “Niggertowns” or “Little Africas”; 
the joss houses, chop sueys, and opium dens of local “Chinatowns”; 
the Yiddish theaters, secondhand shops, and dance halls of the Jew-
ish “Ghettoes”; and the Italian groceries and beer saloons of the cities’ 
“Little Italies.” These were accompanied by urban guidebooks, such as 
Louis Schick’s Chicago and Its Environs: A Handbook for the Traveler (1891),  
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which recommended touring through the South Clark Street slum dis-
trict inhabited by “Italians, Greeks, Chinamen, Negroes, Hebrews, with 
an occasional German store keeper” on Sunday afternoons, when “al-
most all the inhabitants are to be seen out of doors and the variety of 
costumes and the diversity and brilliancy of color fully make the scene 
worth witnessing.” Still other publications, including Rand, McNally & 
Company’s travel guides to New York and Chicago, provided detailed 
instructions for undertaking “A Nocturnal Ramble” through the cities’ 
tenement districts.16

Nevertheless, the mere presence of new immigrants and blacks in the 
cities’ tenement districts did not always elicit attention from local slum-
mers. Neither the southern Italian tenements of New York’s East Harlem 
nor the slum district on Chicago’s Near North Side, where a considerable 
population of southern Italian immigrants lived in close proximity to a 
small but identifiable black community, became significant slumming  
destinations. Both areas lacked the reputation for illicit sex that attracted 
pleasure seekers and reformers alike.17

In New York and Chicago, slumming was relegated to those immigrant 
and working-class neighborhoods that were coincident with the cities’ 
red-light districts. These areas earned their colorful designation in the 
late nineteenth century when local brothels began to advertise to pass-
ersby by illuminating their doorways in shades of red, by covering their  
hall lamps with ruby-colored glass globes or hanging red curtains over 
the transom so that the light filtering onto the street took on a rosy hue. 
In due course, the term “red-light district” became shorthand for any 
relatively segregated urban neighborhood where prostitution flourished 
openly in brothels and on the streets or where illicit sexual encounters 
could be arranged in local saloons or dance halls.18

Unlike New Orleans, where the 1897 Story Ordinances established 
legally sanctioned sex districts, Chicago and New York never passed leg-
islation codifying the locations of their red-light districts, nor did they 
manage to contain prostitution and other illicit sexual activities to par-
ticular neighborhoods. Yet in the minds of local residents and authori-
ties, the red-light districts were clearly identifiable urban spaces. In New 
York, these districts were often little more than hyped-up entertainment 
locales where elaborate systems of graft prompted police officers to turn 
a blind eye to the presence of prostitution and other illicit activities. 
But in Chicago, municipal officials actively encouraged the extralegal 
persistence of the city’s red-light districts, adopting an unofficial policy 
of segregation that sought to isolate prostitution from the city’s com-
mercial center and affluent white residential neighborhoods. So intent  
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were they on this policy that, until the early 1910s, Chicago’s elected 
officials and businessmen often publicly debated exactly where the geo-
graphic boundaries of the restricted districts should be drawn. Despite  
these different approaches, in both New York and Chicago the result 
was much the same: by the late nineteenth century, the cities’ red-light 
districts usually overlapped that handful of neighborhoods where immi-
grants and blacks were able to locate housing and work—a development 
that surely heightened the districts’ appeal to urban thrill seekers while 
it intensified the sense of danger and the threat of immorality that oth-
ers associated with these neighborhoods.19

This conflation of the slum and the red-light district—both in the 
physical layout of the city and in the minds of well-to-do whites—was 
hardly accidental. It was the product of a complex interplay of several 
important social and cultural factors. These included the organization of 
urban space and public amusements that blacks and Chinese and south-
ern and eastern European immigrants encountered upon their arrival 
in New York and Chicago, the patterns of these groups’ migrations to 
U.S. cities, and the sexual cultures that they brought with them. But the 
spatial consolidation of the slum and the red-light district also reflected 
white urban residents’ preconceived notions about the cities’ most re-
cent arrivals. Having already decided that prostitution and sexual indis-
cretion were an inevitable part of city life that could best be controlled 
through spatial confinement to select neighborhoods, many native-born 
whites easily assumed that these same neighborhoods should become 
home to those groups whom they believed were “naturally” inclined to 
such illicit activities.20

This assumption was particularly pronounced with respect to blacks. 
The 1911 report of the municipally funded Chicago Vice Commission 
asserted, “The history of the social evil in Chicago is intimately con-
nected with the colored population. Invariably the larger vice districts 
have been created within or near the settlements of colored people.” In 
New York, blacks often found themselves pushed into neighborhoods 
already associated with prostitution and other illicit activities. As the 
burgeoning population of Italian immigrants displaced blacks from the 
small community that they had established near the intersection of 
Thompson and Third streets on the Lower East Side, one of the few dis-
tricts in which they were able to secure alternative accommodations was 
New York’s most notorious red-light district. Remarking on this develop-
ment in 1898, the Reverend P. Butler Tompkins of St. James Presbyterian 
Church noted that “the district known as the ‘Tenderloin District,’ . . .  
might now be called ‘Little Africa,’ [given] the change in the character 
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of the residents” in the region that “extends west of Sixth Avenue and 
between Twenty-sixth and Fifty-second Streets.”21

The segregation of the cities’ latest arrivals to its tolerated red-light 
districts, however, was hardly limited to blacks. Much to the displeasure 
of the more “respectable” immigrants who had recently settled in New 
York and Chicago, by the turn of the century, the cities’ Jewish “Ghet-
toes,” “Little Italies,” and “Chinatowns” were all widely associated with 
illicit sexual activity. In the preface to The Spirit of the Ghetto, Hutchins 
Hapgood’s 1902 collection of sketches documenting the more positive 
and dynamic aspects of “Yiddish New York,” the author acknowledged 
the growing perception among white New Yorkers that the city’s “Jewish 
quarter” was a central locus of “immorality,” “where ‘red-lights’ sparkle 
at night, [and] where the people are queer and repulsive.” Others as-
serted that the presence of prostitution and other illicit activities among 
the cities’ latest immigrants was a result of preexisting conditions in the 
districts where they settled. “The new immigrant,” federal investigator 
Kate Holladay Claghorn remarked, whether “an unsophisticated Italian 
peasant or a poor Hebrew of quiet family life and moral traditions,” had 
often been forced to settle in districts where “vice has been developed 
through years of a sifting process which has taken elsewhere the success-
ful of the former generation of immigrants and left the failures.” Such 
was the case, in Claghorn’s estimation, on New York’s Lower East Side, 
where Italian and Jewish immigrants had been “thrown in with the cor-
rupt remnants of Irish immigration which now make up the beggars, 
the drunkards, the thugs, and thieves of those quarters.” According to 
this scenario, it was little wonder that “lately . . . the Jews and Italians 
[were becoming] street-walkers and rowdies,” since “everything [was] 
arranged to favor their becoming so.”22

The practice of prostitution in immigrant communities did not reflect 
any inherent moral shortcomings so much as it evidenced how circum-
stances shaped the needs, desires, and demographics of the cities’ new 
immigrant populations. With the exception of Bohemians, Moravians, 
and “Hebrews” (as U.S. officials began in 1899 to describe Jews, regard-
less of their national origin), the immigrants who arrived in the United 
States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
disproportionately male in composition. Whether single male laborers 
or married men who had, at least temporarily, left their wives behind, 
these men comprised a relatively transient population who, for the most 
part, were situated at the sexual prime of life. This pattern was espe-
cially pronounced among the cities’ Italian and Chinese immigrants. 
Between 1880 and 1910, roughly 80 percent of the Italians who arrived 
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in the United States each year were men, the vast majority of whom 
were between the ages of 14 and 44. Among Chinese immigrants, the 
sex ratio was even more sharply skewed. Because the Page Law of 1875, 
designed ostensibly to prohibit the importation of Chinese women into 
the United States for the purpose of prostitution, had in practice been 
used to prevent nearly all female Chinese immigrants from entering the 
country, Chinese men constituted as much as 96 percent of the total 
Chinese immigrant population in the United States between 1880 and 
1910. Like the Italians, these men were almost uniformly of marriageable 
age; indeed, many of them were already married. Yet married or not, be-
cause many Chinese and Italian men intended to be in the United States 
for only a short period of time before returning to their home countries, 
they were often loathe to establish long-term romantic relationships in 
their American communities. For these men, the more casual sexual and 
romantic encounters that were fostered by the brothels, dance halls, and 
resorts of the cities’ red-light districts provided an important and viable 
alternative for securing companionship or sexual release.23

Following the nineteenth-century model of male homosocial public 
leisure, industrious immigrant and working-class entrepreneurs opened 
saloons and gambling halls that catered to the districts’ disproportion-
ately male population and established brothels that specialized in pro-
viding women to service their own immigrant and racial communities. 
Amid the “bachelor society” of this predominantly male world, enterpris-
ing individuals even founded a number of “fairy” resorts, where female 
impersonators and other feminine men provided musical entertainment 
and sexual favors for an appreciative and lucrative male audience. Yet 
they also established a variety of public amusements that allowed im-
migrant and working-class women to socialize with local men as they 
searched for companionship amid the anonymity of the city. By the 
turn of the century, the resulting dance halls, nickelodeons, and other 
sexually integrated amusements had come to rival and, on occasion, 
even remake the predominantly male atmosphere of the traditional 
nineteenth-century concert hall and saloon. Documenting some of the 
more tangible effects of this trend toward the heterosocialization of ur-
ban leisure, a correspondent for the National Police Gazette reported in 
1899 that “the concert hall of the Bowery to-day is not what it was years 
ago.” Rather, he insisted, it had become “less pretentious, and has gotten 
to be simply a resort for people of both sexes—a sort of meeting place, as 
it were,” a standard component in the commercialized leisure industry  
that grew in prominence in early-twentieth-century U.S. cities.24
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This new emphasis on heterosocial commercial amusements fueled 
the influx of slummers into the immigrant and working-class districts 
of New York and Chicago. As public dance halls replaced private formal 
balls, and nickelodeons and amusement parks provided new alterna-
tives to the opera and legitimate stage, the commercial resorts of the 
cities’ new “bright-light districts” introduced well-to-do white pleasure 
seekers to a wide range of immigrant and working-class cultural produc-
tions—including ragtime, “tough dancing,” vaudeville, and burlesque—
that soon became mainstays in the popular culture of the United States. 
No doubt a persistent double standard inhibited the full participation 
of many affluent white women in these pleasurable diversions, espe-
cially if they were unescorted. But from the mid-1880s through the early 
1910s, the increasing presence of respectable white women in the dis-
tricts’ more popular resorts clearly signaled an ongoing shift in the gen-
dered dynamics of access to urban public spaces. As slumming helped 
to normalize this development by furnishing middle- and upper-class 
whites with a means to justify their participation in the new world of 
commercial amusements, it simultaneously catapulted the activity to 
the forefront of American culture. Whether living in the country’s big-
ger cities or in its smaller rural communities, by the turn of the century, 
most adult Americans were familiar with not only the general practice 
of slumming but also the particular sections of New York and Chicago 
that had come to be so closely identified with it.

The Amusements of Slumming: Turn-of-the-Century Excursions 
through New York’s Bowery and Tenderloin, Chicago’s Levee  
Districts, and the Chinatowns of Both Cities

From the mid-1880s through the early 1910s, when affluent white Ameri-
cans set out to go slumming, there was no more popular destination than  
the Bowery. Running roughly parallel to Broadway on the east side of 
lower Manhattan (figure 2), the street was New York’s most vital working-
class thoroughfare. By day, it bustled with immigrants and “floaters” shuf-
fling in and out of its lodging houses, cheap restaurants, and secondhand 
shops, and at night, beneath the glare of brash electric signage, the street 
continued to writhe with activity. Boisterous crowds of working-class 
women and men covered its length, spilling in and out of the many im-
migrant theaters and concert saloons that rendered this mile-long stretch  
of pavement an exemplar of urban commercial leisure. Making their way 



2  this map of lower Manhattan illustrates the close proximity of the slums and red-light 
districts that fascinated turn-of-the-century slummers—principal among them, the Bowery, 
the tenderloin, and Chinatown.
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from the Bowery’s southern terminus at Chatham Square to its northern-
most point at Cooper Union, visitors to the district might encounter more  
different urban types than in any other part of the city. From respectable 
young clerks, “factory girls,” and immigrant families to roughhousing 
sailors, hooligans, and streetwalkers, the habitués of the Bowery gave the 
district a unique, worldly feel, easily justifying its reputation among plea-
sure seekers as what the poet and editor of Puck magazine Henry Cuyler 
Bunner described in 1894 as “the alivest mile on the face of the earth.”25

Yet as Bunner noted, “properly speaking,” the Bowery was more “a 
place . . . than a street or avenue,” and slummers were initially drawn 
to the district not only by the dance halls and saloons that lined its 
raucous path but also by the immigrant restaurants, shops, and crowded 
tenements that occupied the surrounding blocks of New York’s Lower 
East Side. Arriving by hansom cab, private brougham, or even by the 
Third Avenue elevated train, which connected the Bowery to the Upper 
East Side in 1893, uptown New Yorkers and tourists alike routinely ex-
plored the neighborhoods situated on both sides of the busy thorough-
fare. West of the Bowery, they pushed their way through the congested 
Italian quarter of Mulberry Bend, where, by day, noisy street vendors 
hawked bread, fruit, crockery, and clothing to industrious Neapolitan 
women, and by night, “half-dressed men and women” were said to come 
“staggering through the open doorways bearing pails of stale beer.” 
One block further west, slummers often found themselves dodging the  
“pullers-in” at the “quaint and busy shops” where eastern European  
Jews had “enter[ed] into the old-clothes traffic,” seeking instead to ex-
plore the crowded Jewish Ghetto east of the Bowery. In the shabby tene-
ments and busy cafés of Chrystie, Forsyth, and Orchard streets, among 
others, visitors were certain to encounter a remarkable array of Jewish 
men and women: Hungarian, Bohemian, and Portuguese Jews; “Polish 
Jews with their back-yards full of chickens”; and those to whom Bunner 
referred somewhat derisively as “Anarchist Russians.”26

During their explorations of the residential sections of the district, 
some of the Bowery’s earliest slummers apparently took the dictum 
to see how the other half lived quite literally. Like the novelist Wil-
liam Dean Howells and his companion, who visited New York’s “He-
brew quarter” in the mid-1890s, these slummers deliberately chose to 
mimic the behavior of local reformers, whose “at home” visits to the 
tenements were intended to improve the residents’ general living condi-
tions. Arriving unannounced, these curiosity seekers randomly knocked 
on doors or simply pushed their way into the residents’ living quar-
ters. Yet as they nosed around even the shabbiest of the overburdened  
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tenements, the interlopers were often pleasantly surprised to find that 
they were “not as dirty as one would think.” Their curiosity satisfied, 
such visitors usually departed with little more than a casual thought 
about remedies for the impoverished circumstances in which so many 
recent immigrants found themselves. On occasion, one of the slummers 
might hand out “some small silver” as recompense for the inconve-
nience they had caused. But more often than not, they departed with 
nary a word, perhaps justifying their lack of compensation as Howells 
did, by finding “an unseemliness in it, as if it were an indignity added 
to the hardship of their lot . . . unless I gave all my worldly wealth to 
them.”27

Not all visitors to the Bowery thought it unseemly to contribute to the  
local economy. Rather than barging into the homes of local residents, 
these slummers visited the area’s restaurants and shops, sampling the 
food, clothing, and imported wares favored by the district’s latest resi-
dents. A tiny cellar café located near the corner of Second Avenue and 
East Houston Street, for instance, became especially popular with well-
dressed “clubmen” and other “inhabitants of the upper West Side” who 
sought to satisfy what one New York newspaper labeled their “Hungar-
ian habit.” Drawn by the sweet wines, “guylash” and the “wild, weird 
melodies” performed by the café’s colorful “gypsy players,” these well-
heeled interlopers began arriving in such extraordinary numbers that, 
during the spring of 1899, the café’s owners expanded their forty-seat 
establishment to accommodate as many as two hundred at a time.28

Other visitors to the area focused their culinary and shopping tours 
on the Italian district in Mulberry Bend. There, as one observer noted, 
they found “trays and bins . . . containing dozens and dozens of things 
that you would never guess were meant to eat if you didn’t happen to 
see a ham or a string of sausages . . . among them,” as well as “every 
article of apparel, external or private and personal, that [a woman] ever 
heard of, and some that she never heard of,” available for purchase in 
almost “any shade or hue.” Nevertheless, the majority of women who 
went slumming sought more than properly gendered activities, such as 
shopping. Like their male counterparts, these women slummers longed 
for a glimpse of the more ribald dimensions of immigrant and working-
class life.29

On the Bowery, where Irish, Italian, and Jewish proprietors ran the 
vast majority of resorts, the attraction remained much the same from 
the 1890s though the early 1910s. At concert saloons, such as The Man-
hattan, located at 104 Bowery, male and female patrons were treated to 
an evening of unvarnished variety entertainment. Presented on a simple 
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platform in the back room of the resort, The Manhattan’s shows usually 
featured a series of suggestive comedy skits performed by waiters dou-
bling as actors. But their main attractions were the popular, high-kicking, 
song-and-dance routines performed by women “dressed in short skirts 
and very low-necked waists and bare arms.” In between performances, 
slummers were free to drink and carouse to their hearts’ content. For 
some, this time was spent in further observation, ogling the dive’s immi-
grant and working-class patrons as they engaged in conversation or “spiel-
ing,” a popular dance style in which, according to one observer, couples 
held each other close, chins on shoulders, to “pivot or spin, around and 
around with the smallest circle that can be drawn around them.” For 
others, however, it was a time for participation. More than a few of the 
well-to-do white women and men who visited such establishments chose 
to take a spin on the dance floor themselves. Still others pursued a course 
that hewed much more closely to the district’s original red-light charms. 
“Invited by the waiter to go up in the boxes and sit with the ladies” who 
had just left the stage, The Manhattan’s more prosperous male clientele 
were able to purchase female companionship at a price equal to the cost  
of the cigarettes and champagne the women consumed, while negotiat-
ing additional fees for any further favors they desired. 30

For the particularly adventuresome male amusement seeker, the Bow-
ery offered a number of even more bawdy attractions. On Bayard Street, 
for instance, in a relatively nondescript “three-story brick house, with 
green blinds,” one habitué of the district recalled that slummers could 
“danc[e] with a bevy of girls” who appeared nearly nude in the ground-
floor parlor. Known as a “tight house” because of “the fleshings all its 
inmates must wear,” such resorts proved especially popular with those 
young men who preferred a bit of carousing with friends before head-
ing upstairs for more intimate encounters. But for those less desirous of 
such niceties, the Jewish immigrant–run brothels of the Lower East Side 
provided more businesslike transactions, efficiently pairing up the thrill-
seeking men who wandered through the Ghetto with the women who 
solicited on the district’s streets and from the doorways and second- 
floor windows of neighborhood buildings. On Allen and Rivington 
streets, in particular, this practice became so prevalent—and so toler-
ated by local authorities—that the captain of the surrounding police 
precinct casually acknowledged that “men that are looking for that 
sort of thing”—whether local residents or curious slummers—“can find 
plenty of it” on the city’s Lower East Side.31

Even more sensational entertainment could be found by those 
amusement seekers who chose to venture west of the Bowery, where the 
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northward expansion of Little Italy into the black working-class settle-
ment situated along Sullivan, Thompson, and Macdougal streets gave 
rise to a number of “black and tans,” or, racially integrated resorts. As 
historian Elizabeth Clement has noted, these neighborhood dance halls 
and saloons were intended primarily as spaces of “interracial sociabil-
ity” rather than “interracial spectacle”—that is, as places where local 
residents of all colors could interact with each other more as neighbors 
than as voyeurs seeking sensationalized entertainment. Yet as early as 
the mid-1880s, at least some well-to-do whites had already begun to 
patronize such dives, hoping to catch a glimpse of—or maybe even par-
ticipate in—the couplings of “Negro men and white girls and white men  
and negro wenches” that were said to characterize these resorts. No 
doubt the double standard of the day discouraged most “respectable” 
white women from joining the slumming trade that patronized these 
early black and tans, but throughout the 1890s, such dives proved in-
creasingly popular with the affluent white men who set out to see the 
city’s sights.32

Enterprising slummers could locate still more opportunities for cross-
racial encounters in “the Chinese colony in Mott, Pell, and Doyers 
Streets,” situated just west of the southernmost blocks of the Bowery. 
At their most extreme, these interactions included visits to Chinatown 
brothels, where a handful of Chinese women and significantly more 
white female prostitutes serviced a mixed clientele of local Chinese men, 
immigrant and white male laborers, and occasional thrill-seeking male 
slummers. But during the late 1880s and early 1890s, most of the district’s 
cross-racial encounters occurred in its infamous basement opium dens,  
where affluent white women and men alike smoked themselves into 
stupors alongside local Chinese addicts. By the mid-1890s, however, 
when Chinatown began to attract thousands of well-to-do whites with 
its promise of an exotic Oriental city-within-the-city, even these impul-
sive interactions became extremely rare. Rather than partaking of the 
brothel or the pipe, slummers found themselves instead ushered into 
fake opium joints where a handful of Chinese men and white women—
the latter often legal wives of the former—staged “scenes of all sorts of 
iniquity” for the benefit of paying spectators.33

Although slummers might also visit the Chinese theater, the local 
joss house, and a smattering of neighborhood shops that marketed me-
dicinal herbs and colorful silks, by the late 1890s, Chinatown’s principal 
attractions were its restaurants and Bowery-style resorts. In 1898, one 
popular guide to the district noted that no tour of Chinatown was ever 
really considered complete until slummers had not only “drop[ped] in” 
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on a local eatery “to see the natives eating their food with their chop  
sticks [sic]” but also visited one of the region’s more notorious dives, 
such as the Chatham Club on Doyers Street or the Pelham Café at 12 
Pell Street. Ironically, as the former served to reinforce Chinatown’s 
particular appeal to slummers, the latter subtly undermined it. Because 
nearly all local resorts that permitted routine entry to non-Chinese pa-
trons were operated by Irish, Jewish, and Italian proprietors, the general 
atmosphere that they promoted differed little from that available on 
the neighboring Bowery. Combined with the districts’ close geographic 
proximity, this similarity in their appeal virtually ensured that both 
Chinatown and the Bowery became staples on nearly every New York 
slumming excursion.34

In fact, at the turn of the century, the only other section of New York 
that appealed to slummers to any considerable degree was the notori-
ous Tenderloin. Concentrated between Fifth and Eighth avenues across a 
swath of converted brownstones that stretched from Twenty-third Street 
as far north as Fifty-seventh, the Tenderloin was New York’s preeminent 
red-light district from the 1870s through the early 1910s. Its faro tables 
and roulette wheels offered the city’s “young men, clerks, students, book-
keepers, and tradesmen” an upscale alternative to the more rough-and-
tumble dives of the Bowery and Chinatown, and its concert halls and 
brothels promised access to more beautiful and refined women. Because 
the Tenderloin was located in close proximity to the Metropolitan Opera 
House and several other prominent theatrical establishments, the district’s 
wine joints and dance halls also attracted a substantial number of afflu-
ent white female patrons, whose search for after-theater desserts or other 
diversions provided the impetus for numerous slumming excursions. 
Escorted by their male companions or husbands to resorts such as the 
Tenderloin’s infamous Haymarket (figure 3), these women might opt to 
waltz the night away to the tune of the resort’s small band. Or they could 
take a seat at one of the resort’s many intimate tables to sip “claret lem-
onade” or even harder spirits while getting better acquainted with their  
escorts.35

For unaccompanied men, the Haymarket offered still more possibili-
ties. According to one observer, “women walked about the place solicit-
ing the different men, not interfered with in any way by anybody in 
charge of the place.” No doubt prostitutes and other sexually available 
working-class women accounted for the vast majority of the Tenderloin’s 
female patrons, but as the proprietor of a neighboring resort noted in 
1898, “There is [also] a great many nice people go into all these places.” 
Indeed, the New York Times reported that the Haymarket was so popular 
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that during the calendar year of 1903, “its paid admissions” reputedly 
“aggregated 1,900,000 . . . at a quarter apiece and 35 cents on Saturday 
night.”36

This is not to say that the Tenderloin lacked more risqué attractions 
for adventuresome slummers. By the 1890s, observers noted that a sec-
tion of West Thirty-ninth Street was “known all over the country” by 

3  the Haymarket, located in an old playhouse at the corner of Sixth avenue and thirtieth 
Street, was one of the tenderloin’s most notorious resorts. With some minor interruptions, 
this popular dance hall operated from 1878 to 1913, reaching the height of its popular-
ity with slummers under the management of edward Corey from the late 1890s until the 
resort’s final closure. (reprinted with permission from the Collection of the new-York 
Historical Society, negative 78887d.)
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the sobriquet “Soubrette Row,” because its bordellos were owned and 
operated by French immigrants who had a reputation for engaging in 
“unnatural practices.” The Tenderloin’s black resorts likewise attracted 
curious white interlopers in search of ragtime music and cross-racial sex. 
In the 1890s, most of these nightspots were situated in a relatively seg-
regated portion of the Tenderloin, located along West Twenty-fifth and 
Twenty-seventh streets between Sixth and Seventh avenues. But by the  
1910s, the “black Tenderloin” or “Negro Bohemia,” as the section was 
popularly known, had relocated to Twenty-eighth and Thirtieth streets 
between Seventh and Eighth avenues and also encompassed large por-
tions of the area bounded by West Thirty-fifth and Forty-first streets be-
tween Seventh and Ninth avenues. Although most of the resorts in this 
section were patronized exclusively by black residents and tourists, a few 
of the district’s black-operated clubs, including Baron Wilkins’s Café, 
Diggs’ Place, William Banks’s Keystone Café, and Edmund’s Theatrical 
(or Douglas) Club, were “very popular,” according to one observer, “and 
attract many young people—white and colored—who are induced to go 
there for past time [sic].”37

In Chicago, a similar combination of sexual and racialized attractions 
fueled the slumming expeditions of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. As in New York, two of the earliest slumming destina-
tions were the bustling Jewish Ghetto and Little Italy that emerged on 
Chicago’s Near West Side (figure 4). A guide distributed by the Chicago 
Association of Commerce suggested that “the average visitor looking 
for the unusual” would enjoy the “Ghetto Market” on Jefferson Street 
between Twelfth and Fourteenth streets, “though it is squalid and dirty 
to a degree.” Local slummers were also attracted to the pawnshops, 
open-air markets, restaurants, and Yiddish and Italian theaters situated 
on the city’s West Side. Yet despite their inclusion in an 1889 Sporting 
Club House Directory and their apparent popularity with at least some 
male slummers, the brothels and saloons of the neighboring West Side 
Levee—as the restricted sex district bounded by West Lake, Monroe, 
Sangamon, and Halsted streets was commonly known—remained the 
nearly exclusive province of recent Jewish and Italian immigrants and 
the down-and-out hobos who gathered nightly along the “main stem” 
of West Madison.38

When it came to nighttime adventures in Chicago, affluent white 
residents and tourists turned their attention instead to the city’s South 
Side Levee, the bustling red-light district located just south of the Loop, 
the city’s central business district. Although it was one of three levee 
districts in Chicago at the turn or the century, the area was so popular  



4  this map of central Chicago depicts the shifting geography of turn-of-the-century slum-
ming destinations—from the old Levee district, Chinatown, and Italian quarter that drew 
white thrill seekers to the area just south of the Loop as early as the mid-1880s, to the new 
Levee district and Chinatown that took shape near the city’s Black Belt in the early twen-
tieth century and the expanding immigrant districts of Little Italy and the Jewish Ghetto 
located on the city’s near West Side.
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that it was often referred to simply as “the Levee.” Named after the dis-
orderly levee districts of American river towns, this designation had 
originally been reserved for a particularly rough section of South State 
Street between Harrison and Taylor streets, but by the 1890s, it was used 
to denote an area of “about a half mile square,” situated along the east-
ern bank of the Chicago River and bound by State Street on the east and 
Van Buren and Twelfth (now Roosevelt) streets on the north and south, 
respectively. Located within walking distance of the major department 
stores and corporate offices of the Loop, the Levee was much more eas-
ily accessible to Chicago residents and visitors than any of New York’s 
red-light districts were to that city’s white middle- and upper-class in-
habitants. In fact, many visitors to the Windy City unknowingly found 
themselves in the midst of the Levee immediately upon their arrival 
in Chicago. As one local newspaper noted in 1891, “two of the finest 
railroad stations in the country, the Wisconsin Central and Northern 
Pacific, and Polk Street Depot” were located well inside the parameters 
of this notorious district.39

The Levee’s extraordinary popularity and international reputation 
dated from the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, when its location 
between the fair and the prominent hotels of the Loop left it uniquely 
situated for tourists’ late-night ramblings. Sporting guides of the day 
advised their male readers that ribald entertainment and female com-
panionship could be easily procured in most of the district’s brothels, 
concert halls, and saloons. These ranged from the rough-and-tumble en-
virons of the Park Theatre on South State Street and Vina Fields’s house 
of black prostitution on Custom House Place (now Federal Street) to the 
opulent, gilded mansions of Carrie Watson on South Clark Street and 
Lizzie Allen on South Dearborn Street. Allen’s brothel was said to have 
been so elaborate that it attracted not only the usual “visitors to ‘joy 
houses’ ” but also occasional male and female slummers who hoped sim-
ply to gain a glimpse of the brothel’s elaborate interior decoration and 
“rare treasures of art.” Despite such ostensibly proper justifications for 
venturing into the Levee, however, throughout the 1890s muckraking 
exposés continued to advise respectable white women to steer well clear 
of the district’s rowdy nightlife. Yet as in the Tenderloin and Bowery dis-
tricts of New York, heterosocial slumming parties became increasingly 
common in Chicago’s most prominent red-light district as the decade 
wore on.40

The participation of female slummers further increased during the 
first years of the twentieth century, as real estate interests and moral 
reformers forced the relocation of the Levee nearly one mile south. After  
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the opening of the South Clark Street trolley in late 1895, a series of 
complaints about the flagrant displays of prostitution along a route 
that “citizens . . . were compelled to use . . . as transportation to and 
from business” prompted municipal authorities to clean up the original 
South Side Levee. The result: the district’s brothels and resorts decamped 
to the half square mile bounded by Clark Street, Wabash Avenue, and 
Eighteenth and Twenty-second streets. This new Levee actually proved 
even more popular with slummers, encompassing, as it did, a cluster of 
well-known working-class dance halls and saloons, such as The Owl, 
The Erin, and other resorts depicted in an 1898 illustration for Harper’s 
Weekly (figure 5). Without a doubt, male slummers continued to make 
solo calls at the district’s high-class brothels—the famed Everleigh Club, 
located at 2131–33 South Dearborn Street, foremost among them. But 
more and more often, they invited female companions—even their 
wives—to join them as they sampled the liquor, ragtime, and “tough 
dancing” that were so plentiful in the Levee. In fact, aside from the 
Everleigh sisters’ establishment, no Levee enterprise garnered more 
public renown than Freiberg’s Dance Hall and Theatre, at 180–82 East 

5  this drawing by H.G. Maratta titled Chicago’s “Levee District” at Night shows the bustling 
and well-illuminated street life of the district. Wending their way between popular dance 
halls and saloons, hundreds of women and men nightly traversed South Clark Street in 
search of pleasure of various kinds. Many of them doubtless took advantage of the “clean 
rooms” advertised on the upper floors of several local resorts. (reprinted from Harper’s 
Weekly, February 12, 1898. Collection of the author.)
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Twenty-second Street. During the first decade and a half of the century, 
thousands of slummers visited this nightspot where, according to one 
local official, the “couples seemed to compete with each other in trying 
to undertake suggestive steps.”41

While the casual intimacy of the Levee’s dance halls and the district’s 
reputation for flagrant prostitution made the area a “must-see” for many 
slummers, the Levee’s association with immigrants and blacks also con-
tributed to its popularity. Most contemporary observers thought of the 
Levee as a “segregated vice district,” but the area was much more than 
that. Just as the Bowery’s brightly lit amusements were accompanied by 
side-street tenements abounding with varied ethnic and racial groups, 
Chicago’s Levee served simultaneously as red-light district and as resi-
dential neighborhood to a host of recent arrivals to the city. One Baptist 
missionary, who claimed to have documented more than four hundred 
saloons and five hundred houses of prostitution in the district during 
the early 1890s, noted “a mixed multitude who lived here: Americans, 
Africans, Italians, Spanish, French, Germans, Swedes, Jews, Arabians, 
and Syrians.” Like New York’s Tenderloin, the Levee was especially asso-
ciated with its French inhabitants and their “cunning, brazen, Parisian 
licentiousness.” But, of the many new residents who found their way 
to the Levee, none were more closely identified with the area than the 
Chinese and blacks, two groups that were largely segregated to the same 
district that the city had already set aside for prostitution and other il-
licit activities.42

At the turn of the century, Chicago’s principal Chinese settlement 
was encompassed by the Levee. Located along a one-block segment of 
South Clark Street between Van Buren and Harrison streets, this early 
Chinatown was distinguished primarily by its grocers, gambling halls, 
and crowded “bachelor” quarters, so called because of the virtual ab-
sence of Chinese women in Chicago. But even this one block was not 
exclusively Chinese. As late as 1907, the Hip Sing Tong, one of the city’s 
two principal Chinese mutual aid associations, was still headquartered 
above an Italian grocery and next door to a German restaurant. Never-
theless, Orientalist fantasies shaped the visits of most whites who arrived 
in the district hoping to gain entrée to the elusive opium dens that were 
said to populate the street’s basements. One exposé noted that it was 
a “fad ‘to hit the pipe just once’ by some adventure seeking people in 
other walks of life.” But the vast majority of slummers stopped far short 
of this, settling instead for a visit to a local chop suey restaurant before 
returning home with the general impression that Chinatown was, as 
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one visitor recalled, “the most respectable, or rather the least disrepu-
table, part of the Levee.”43

The creation of a new Chinatown at the intersection of Archer Avenue 
and Twenty-second Street after 1912 reinforced the connection between 
the city’s Chinese residents and its South Side red-light district. Pushed 
southward by many of the same economic and moral forces that had 
reconfigured the Levee, Chinese immigrants began settling along Archer 
Avenue west of State Street in the early 1900s. But in 1912, breaking 
away from rival Hip Sing, the On Leong Tong engineered the mass relo-
cation of many of Chinatown’s restaurants, stores, and flats to Twenty-
second Street, where the tong had secured ten-year leases on more than 
forty local buildings. Set apart from the surrounding neighborhood by 
railroad lines and vacant lots, this new Chinatown acquired a much 
more discrete identity—one that was reinforced by the construction of a 
new temple and the addition of ornamental balconies to many existing 
buildings. But the district remained close enough to the Levee to allow 
slummers to visit both on the same night.44

Avid pleasure seekers could also explore both the city’s premier red-
light district and the people and establishments of its emerging “Black 
Belt” in a single evening. Stretching southward from the Loop in a nar-
row band “wedged between the railroad yards and industrial plants just 
west of Wentworth Avenue and the fashionable homes east of Wabash 
Avenue,” the Black Belt was largely coincident with, though not fully  
contained within, both the old and new Levee districts. But the over-
lapping geography of these districts meant that many of the area’s 
black leisure establishments, including Pony Moore’s Turf Exchange 
on Twenty-first Street and John V. “Mushmouth” Johnson’s resort on 
South State Street, became part of the spectacle that drew slummers to 
the Levee. While many of these resorts catered chiefly to local black res-
idents, the more financially successful among them welcomed growing 
numbers of white patrons, collaborating in the spectacularization of 
blackness that added to the Levee’s appeal. For the most part, this col-
laboration consisted primarily of allowing white slummers to sample 
the ragtime music and dance steps performed by black entertainers in 
the back rooms of local saloons. But in a few instances, black entrepre-
neurs also chose to cater to their white customers’ more carnal desires. 
According to one observer, Vina Fields kept between thirty and forty 
women “all colored, but all for white men,” at her resort on Custom 
House Place, while another noted that Black May’s, located on Armour 
Avenue between Cullerton and Twenty-first streets, not only “provided 
light-skinned Negro girls for white men” but also staged “the most bes-
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tial circuses,” or, live sexual performances, “ever seen in the United 
States.”45

While not nearly as common as these areas’ other sights, by the early 
1890s, the “circus” was an integral part of the spectacle that attracted 
well-to-do whites to the red-light districts of Chicago and New York. In 
both the Levee and the Tenderloin, its existence was widely celebrated. 
Indeed, according to one account, several resorts even “made it a spe-
cialty, advertising it as one of their regular nightly attractions.” But un-
like most of the districts’ attractions, which were easily accessible to the 
public, circuses were intended for a more restricted audience. Staged in 
local brothels and parlor houses, at costs ranging from $15 to $75, these 
performances were not only outside the social boundaries of what was 
permissible for slumming women, but they were also priced well beyond 
the budgets of most local men. They were designed, instead, to appeal  
to the affluent white businessman or the visiting tourist out to see the 
sights.46

More accessible to the average slummer were the “dens of the sexual 
pervert of the male sex,” as one disgusted Chicagoan called them. “Found 
in the basements of buildings in the most crowded, but least respectable 
parts of certain streets, with immoral theaters, cheap museums, opium 
joints, and vile concert saloons surrounding them,” these Levee resorts 
were characterized by some spectators as “the blackest holes of iniquity 
that ever existed in any country since the dawn of history.” Others who 
visited the district, however, took a more benign view, considering such 
amusements simply a part of the general mix of ribald entertainments 
that were constantly on display in the Levee. Just as the female enter-
tainers in local concert saloons offered a glimpse of leg, décolletage or 
even more, so the “fairy” entertainers of the district exhibited their own 
special talents. In a typical “State street resort, across from the old and 
unsavory Park Theatre,” one observer noted, “the stage is given to per-
formances of ‘female impersonators,’ who pose in all the lewd and dis-
gusting attitudes, as exhibitors of Oriental phenomena.” Yet no matter 
how off-color such performances might have seemed, within the con-
text of the district’s sex circuses or the nude after-hours dances staged by 
chorus girls at the Park Theatre, they were hardly shocking.47

In New York, similar dives became an illustrious staple of the city’s 
red-light districts during the 1890s. “On the Bowery alone,” an officer 
of the Reverend Charles Parkhurst’s City Vigilance League reported in 
1899, “there is to my knowledge certainly six [such] places.” Primary 
among these was Columbia Hall (also called “Paresis Hall”), located at 
392 Bowery near Fifth Street, but the resorts also included the Palm Club 
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on Chrystie Street, Manilla Hall, the Black Rabbit at 183 Bleecker Street,  
a Delancey Street dive, and “a place called ‘Little Buck’s,’ at the Bowery . . .  
diagonally opposite from Paresis Hall.” At the last of these, an investiga-
tor reported, “they used to give what they called ‘the circus,’ ” but by 
1899, they were more likely to feature three or four “male degenerates” 
who sang and “danced the rag time” before an enthusiastic audience 
of men and women. The ever-popular Paresis Hall, however, provided 
an even more elaborate spectacle for curiosity seekers visiting the Bow-
ery. With “degenerate men [or ‘fairies’] there in large number, . . .  
from twenty-five to fifty,” and “a woman . . . they call a hermaphrodite,” 
the resort’s patrons furnished as much or more amusement for adven-
turesome slumming parties as any organized entertainment ever could 
have. Describing the antics that went on in the joint, in the presence of 
no less than “some congressman or assemblyman,” local reformers ex-
pressed their disdain for the “men that conduct themselves there.” “They  
act effeminately,” one of the reformers noted, “most of them are painted 
and powdered; they are called Princess this and Lady So and So and the 
Dutchess [sic] of Marlboro, and get up and sing as women, and dance; 
ape the female character; call each other sisters and take people out for 
immoral purposes.”48

Even as such exposés prompted occasional crackdowns on the social 
and sexual interactions documented by Parkhurst’s investigators, the 
fairy resort and its patrons remained an integral part of the slumming 
craze that prompted affluent whites to visit the immigrant and working- 
class districts of turn-of-the-century U.S. cities. While the Bowery’s es-
tablishments were by far the most visible of such joints in New York, 
several Tenderloin resorts and at least one Chinatown dive also earned 
reputations as popular hangouts for both “the Nancys and fairies” and 
the slummers who came to gawk at or have sex with them. In Chicago, 
the presence of similar resorts became so pronounced by 1910 that the 
city’s municipal Vice Commission launched a sweeping investigation of 
the “definite cult” of feminine men and female impersonators who were 
said to frequent the Levee’s popular concert halls and saloons.49 

Such regularized amusements were not the only means by which 
slummers encountered the “male degenerates” of New York and Chi-
cago, however. By the early 1890s, affluent white curiosity seekers had 
also begun to pursue such encounters by crowding into the galleries of 
the annual masquerades that were held in the cities’ principal red-light 
districts. A young medical student from North Carolina by the name of 
Charles Nesbitt was introduced to the renowned balls held at New York’s 
Walhalla Hall after striking up a conversation with “Princess Toto,” the 
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“social queen of this group” of “male perverts” whom he met in a Bow-
ery resort. But such personal introductions to these events were hardly 
necessary. In Chicago, one observer noted, “a series of annual balls held 
by the ‘fruits’ and the ‘cabmen’ [were] advertised by placards extensively 
all over the city.”50

Whether in the Levee or on New York’s Lower East Side, the attrac-
tions at these masquerades were much the same. “At these disreputable 
gatherings,” Chicagoan L. O. Curon reported in an 1899 reform-oriented  
exposé, “the pervert of the male persuasion displays his habits by aping 
everything feminine. In speech, walk, dress, and adornment they are 
to all appearances women.” In fact, Curon found the men’s feminine 
presentation so indistinguishable from that of the female denizens of 
the Levee, who were also in attendance at the ball, that he insisted that 
“the uniformed observer” might have no idea “what a seething mass 
of human corruption he is witnessing.” At New York’s Walhalla Hall, 
Charles Nesbitt labored under no such illusions while watching nearly 
five hundred same-sex couples, including a good many women accom-
panied by “masculine looking women in male evening dress,” as they 
took to the dance floor. Unlike Curon, who found the very existence of 
these masquerades profoundly unsettling, Nesbitt’s account of the hap-
penings at the Walhalla affair suggested that the balls’ popularity with 
local slumming parties stemmed from their inversion of a familiar and 
highly regarded upper-class leisure pursuit. If one overlooked the mas-
querades’ transgressive cross-dressing, Nesbitt claimed, “one could quite 
easily imagine oneself in a formal evening ball room among respectable 
people.”51

Urban Reform and the Regulation of Slumming

As the commercialized leisure industry began to remake both the slum 
and the red-light district in ways that made them increasingly palatable 
to middle- and upper-class whites, it set in motion a showdown between 
members of the middle and upper class who would seek to embrace the 
districts’ cheap amusements and those who would seek to control or 
police them. At issue was the future not only of the restricted and toler-
ated sex districts of Chicago and New York but also the very existence  
of hundreds—if not thousands—of popular neighborhood resorts in 
the Bowery and Tenderloin of New York, the Levee district of Chicago, 
and the Chinatowns of both cities. Although the last decades of the 
nineteenth century saw occasional crackdowns on the cities’ red-light 
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districts, for the most part, local authorities turned a blind eye to the 
districts’ pleasurable pursuits. Abiding by the common belief that pros-
titution and the resorts that sheltered it were necessary evils in modern  
urban life, such resorts often tolerated these establishments, provided, 
that is, they remained confined to designated sections of the city. Some 
reformers even suggested that the persistence of sex districts served to 
safeguard the public. The secretary of New York’s Committee of Four-
teen, for example, undercut his organization’s expressed desire to sup-
press such spaces by insisting that prostitution could never be fully 
eliminated without instigating “a terrible increase in the crimes of rape 
and seduction and abortions and illegitimate births.”52

Whether or not this was actually the case, the continued toleration of 
discrete red-light districts in New York and Chicago probably had more 
to do with financial incentives than moral imperatives. Bowery “places 
paid for and enjoyed ample police protection,” one frequent visitor to 
the district’s dives later recalled. Only those dives that failed to pay up 
“were sure to be subjected to a spectacular police raid in the sacred name 
of civic virtue.”53 The underground economy of bribes and protection 
money proved so lucrative that it purportedly provided the basis for the 
Tenderloin’s famous moniker. “I’ve been having chuck steak ever since 
I’ve been on the force,” police captain Alexander S. Williams was said to 
have remarked upon his transfer to New York’s Twenty-ninth Precinct 
in 1876, “and now I’m going to have a bit of tenderloin.” The allusion 
seemed so apt to New Yorkers familiar with the inner workings of the 
city’s commercialized sex industry that the name stuck.54

As more white middle-class women and men undertook slumming 
expeditions into the red-light districts of New York and Chicago, com-
munity leaders began to reevaluate their uneasy acceptance of these 
immigrant and working-class amusements. Although the regulatory cam-
paigns of urban reformers rarely targeted the practice of slumming di-
rectly, for many, the increasing prevalence of this pastime at the turn 
of the century served as both sign and symbol of at least three broader 
challenges to the cities’ social and moral order. First, because slum-
ming prompted thousands of well-to-do whites to venture into red-light 
districts, it became inevitably entangled with reformers’ renewed at-
tempts to address the burgeoning “social evil” of female prostitution. 
This proved especially true by the middle of the twentieth century’s first 
decade, when such reform efforts ballooned into an international cru-
sade against “white slavery.” Based on the belief that immigrant and 
working-class men were using urban saloons and dance halls as a fo-
rum through which to ensnare white native-born women in lives of 
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involuntary sexual servitude, this white slavery panic dovetailed all too 
neatly with the growing popularity of slumming. Not only did the latter 
provide evidence of the increasing likelihood that white middle-class 
women would find themselves in close contact with unfamiliar immi-
grant and working-class men, but the synergy of the two also seemed 
to confirm reformers’ fears that slumming would ultimately undermine 
middle-class morality by encouraging otherwise respectable women to 
engage in a range of disreputable activities.55

Second, by promoting affluent whites’ participation in working-class 
amusements, slumming played into social reformers’ more general ob-
jections to the emergence of commercialized leisure. In Chicago, for ex-
ample, reformer Jane Addams expressed considerable dismay that “the 
old dances on the village green in which all of the older people of the 
village participated” were being replaced by dance halls, “gin-palaces,” 
and other resorts that “confus[ed] joy with lust, and gaiety with de-
bauchery.” In Addams’s view, such amusements simultaneously permit-
ted urban youth to skirt the restraints of community supervision in a 
“feverish search for pleasure” and also exploited young women and men 
for financial gain, having been designed expressly “to empty pockets” 
for the consumption of liquor and musical entertainment.56

Finally, slumming also appeared to place a substantial number of 
middle- and upper-class whites at loggerheads with reformers’ efforts 
to combat the immigrant political machine and the resulting corrup-
tion of municipal government. Because the most popular resorts were 
either owned by or paid tribute to Democratic city councilmen or other 
local party officials, slumming provided an economic wellspring for the 
urban machine at the very moment that middle-class progressives were 
organizing politically to take back their cities.57

To address this interlocking inventory of urban issues, concerned ac-
tivists adopted a variety of reform tactics, each of which affected the 
continuing practice and prevalence of slumming at the turn of the cen-
tury. Among the earliest and most visible of the reform campaigns were 
those led by evangelical Protestant reformers, including the Reverend 
Charles Parkhurst and the British editor and publisher William T. Stead. 
As minister of the Madison Square Presbyterian Church, Parkhurst insti-
gated perhaps the most publicized anti-vice crusade in American history 
during the spring of 1892, and Stead, the son of a Congregationalist 
parson, published a scathing review of social and labor conditions at 
the close of Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. To gather 
evidence for their respective projects, both men adopted the guise of the 
stereotypical male slummer, gaining entrée to some of the cities’ most 
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notorious dives, details of which they later reported in courtroom tes-
timony, speeches, sermons, and books. Yet even as their investigations 
spurred a fervent revival of urban reform, which prompted the advent 
of anti-vice organizations such as Parkhurst’s City Vigilance League and 
Chicago’s Civic Federation, they also fueled the furor for urban slum-
ming. The newspaper coverage of Parkhurst’s courtroom testimony and 
the cottage industry of publications that emanated from his slumming 
expeditions around New York provided readers with a virtual map of 
illicit resorts to visit. The same was true of Stead’s 1894 publication, If 
Christ Came to Chicago!, which included a map of the numerous broth-
els and saloons that occupied one two-block stretch of the South Side 
Levee.58

A similar combination of revelry and reform also characterized a 
number of state-financed investigations of urban immorality and cor-
ruption in Chicago and New York. Realizing the futility of appealing 
to Tammany Hall’s immigrant-dominated Democratic political machine 
to improve the social and moral conditions of New York, on no fewer 
than two occasions during the 1890s, Manhattan reformers convinced 
members of the state legislature to launch an investigation of the sys-
tems of municipal graft and sexual exploitation sanctioned by the city’s 
police. The first of these, known as the Lexow Committee after its chair, 
New York state senator Clarence Lexow, constituted a state-sponsored 
attempt to verify Parkhurst’s initial findings. Established in 1894 and 
funded by a grant from the Chamber of Commerce (after the governor 
vetoed the committee’s intended state financing), Lexow’s hearings gen-
erated substantial publicity, as well as five volumes of testimony that in-
cluded such graphic details of police collusion in the city’s underworld 
that Tammany lost control of the mayoralty later that same year. Yet 
by 1899, with Tammany back in control, state Republican Party leader 
Thomas Platt felt compelled to order a second investigation, this time 
headed by assemblyman Robert Mazet. Like the Lexow Committee be-
fore it, the Mazet Committee produced another five hefty volumes of 
testimony that, in sections, read more like a rambling guide to the city’s 
red-light districts than an instrument of earnest reform. In reality, it was 
likely both, since the daily press printed much of the testimony heard 
by these two committees, including the names and addresses of popular 
resorts.59

In Chicago, at least initially, similar investigations produced more 
prudent results. Following the success of New York’s Lexow Committee, 
the Republican-controlled Illinois Senate authorized two separate inves-
tigations of police corruption and sexual exploitation under Chicago’s 
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Democratic administration. The first committee, chaired by Illinois state 
senator Orville F. Berry and authorized during a special session of the 
Illinois Legislature in 1897, issued its final report in February 1898, find-
ing “that crime was protected and lewdness tolerated” by the Chicago 
police force. According to one summary of the Berry Committee’s find-
ings, the force proved not only to be “a powerful ally of the criminal 
classes” but also “practically made an unofficial livelihood off unfortu-
nate women of the town, thieves and their fences, gambling resorts and 
their keepers, and the patrons and keepers of the all night saloons.” A 
second Illinois Senate investigation, known as the Baxter Committee, 
after its chair, Illinois state senator Delos W. Baxter, uncovered similar 
conditions through hearings that began in May 1899. But neither of 
these two committees issued substantive reports that provided addresses 
or descriptions of the goings-on in local resorts that could be exploited 
by would-be thrill seekers. Rather, it was left to the municipally funded 
Chicago Vice Commission, formed more than a decade later under pres-
sure from local reformers by the Republican mayor, Fred A. Busse, to 
detail the social and sexual environs of the city’s brothels, dance halls, 
and saloons. But even the commission’s scandalous 1911 report, The 
Social Evil in Chicago, proved somewhat of a disappointment to readers 
with ulterior motives, since the commission had replaced the names 
and street addresses of local resorts with codes, perhaps anticipating the 
report’s possible secondary uses.60

Although municipally funded, the Chicago Vice Commission dis-
played a level of tact in reporting on its investigation of urban moral 
conditions that was more often associated with the numerous privately 
financed civic organizations that came to dominate urban reform after 
the turn of the century. Exemplars of the Progressive Era, these private 
anti-vice societies adopted a businesslike approach that mirrored the 
professional practices both of the academics and social workers who 
sat on their boards and of the business tycoons who provided much of 
their funding. Confronting the system of extortion that allowed red-
light districts to thrive under the protection of political machines, they  
established alternative frameworks of surveillance and regulation, en-
deavoring to improve urban conditions while imposing their own con-
ception of morality and social order on the people and institutions that 
fell under their widening influence. Turn-of-the-century Chicago and 
New York were homes to a wide array of such organizations, whose de-
liberate focus on achieving significant social change meant that their 
activities and publications yielded few particulars about the cities’ no-
torious resorts that could be easily co-opted by curiosity seekers. While 
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none of these organizations was established specifically to police the 
social and sexual encounters associated with slumming, the activities 
of each contributed to the regulation of the physical places and general 
atmosphere that made this popular pastime possible.61

In New York, the two principal private anti-vice organizations that 
shaped the terrain of urban slumming were the Committee of Fifteen 
and its successor, the Committee of Fourteen. Organized in 1900 by the 
Chamber of Commerce, New York’s Committee of Fifteen was charged 
with investigating “the present alarming increase of gambling and the 
Social Evil,” as well as its political and financial beneficiaries. Of particu-
lar concern to the committee was the proliferation of prostitution in the 
resorts and saloons of the city’s immigrant and working-class districts, 
including the Bowery, Chinatown, and the Tenderloin. Ironically, the 
committee’s investigations were focused, in large part, on a condition 
precipitated by earlier reform efforts. When the New York State Assembly 
passed the Raines Law in 1896, restricting Sunday sales of liquor to ho-
tels with ten or more beds, it had intended to curtail liquor consumption 
and prostitution by forcing the Sunday closure of every saloon in New 
York. But, as interpreted by saloonkeepers and Tammany politicians, the 
law had the opposite effect; saloons simply subdivided their backrooms 
or upper floors into “hotel rooms” that became ideal places of assigna-
tion and tempting diversions for affluent white male pleasure seekers. 
For more than a year, the committee employed a corps of undercover 
investigators to gather evidence against such resorts, hoping to pressure 
local authorities to shut them down. But with the defeat of Tammany 
in 1901 (the Committee of Fifteen’s true objective), the group resolved 
to disband, presuming that the city’s new reform-minded mayor, Seth 
Low, would see that such resorts were adequately policed.62

The new mayor’s term proved short, however, and the continued 
proliferation of so-called Raines Law hotels under the return of Tam-
many prompted the organization of the Committee of Fourteen in 1905. 
Funded by wealthy industrialists, including Andrew Carnegie and John 
D. Rockefeller Jr., this group of prominent male and female reformers re-
sumed the fight against prostitution in the city’s saloons. Assembling a 
team of undercover investigators, ranging from well-heeled medical stu-
dents to more humble immigrant men and women, the Committee of 
Fourteen amassed an astonishing volume of evidence that documented 
the prevalence of prostitution and other casual sexual encounters in 
New York’s immigrant and working-class hotels, saloons, and other pop-
ular places of amusement. In doing so, of course, it also chronicled the 
expanding participation of middle- and upper-class whites in many of 
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these activities, heightening concern among the city’s reformers about 
the perils of slumming. Although the committee’s secretary, Frederick 
H. Whitin, generally accepted the idea that prostitution could never be 
fully eliminated without instigating “a terrible increase in the crimes of 
rape and seduction and abortions and illegitimate births,” he advocated 
the suppression of its most visible and public forms with the hope of 
insulating the city’s middle-class residents as much as possible from the 
moral contamination threatened by such displays. In the eyes of the 
committee’s investigators, this goal was made even more imperative by 
the increasing frequency with which the practice of slumming exposed  
respectable, well-to-do white women to the city’s flagrant underworld.63

In Chicago, two similar organizations, the Committee of Fifteen and 
the Juvenile Protective Association, spearheaded a privately financed 
drive to eliminate the system of police extortion that encouraged the 
proliferation of prostitution and other unsavory activities in the city’s 
Levee districts. Begun informally in 1907 but not incorporated until 
May 1911, about a month after the publication of the Chicago Vice 
Commission’s influential report, the Committee of Fifteen was charged 
specifically with “aid[ing] the public authorities in the enforcement of 
all laws against pandering and to take measures calculated to suppress 
the ‘white slave’ traffic.” By the summer of 1912, however, it had be-
come a staunch leader of a widespread civic campaign to liquidate the  
Levee, wholeheartedly embracing the commission’s findings that the 
“segregation of commercialized vice was a failure, . . . and ultimate sup-
pression the only possible remedy.” To accomplish this objective, one of 
the organization’s founding members recalled, the Committee of Fifteen 
launched a direct assault on “the keepers of houses in the segregated 
district.” The immediate result was the closure not only of five “open 
houses of prostitution” but also of the pejoratively nicknamed “Dago” 
Frank Lewis and Harry Cusick’s popular Imperial Café on Armour Av-
enue—a development that highlighted the organization’s decision to 
focus its resources against the very resorts that attracted slummers to the 
Levee. By early 1914, after adopting the unorthodox tactic of publishing 
the “names of the owners of real estate” in which “immoral resorts” were 
conducted, the committee’s superintendent boasted that the group had 
shamed property-holders into evicting hundreds of unsavory tenants, 
resulting in the closure or dramatic reform of no fewer than seventy- 
three “disorderly saloons,” many of which had earlier stood at the cen-
ter of the Levee slumming craze.64

Chicago’s other major private anti-vice organization, the Juvenile 
Protective Association ( JPA), had a somewhat different mission and, as a 
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result, a different impact on the terrain of slumming in the Windy City. 
The only major anti-vice organization in either Chicago or New York to 
be managed by a woman and to include more than a token number of 
female reformers on its governing board, the JPA was incorporated in 
June 1909 as a direct outgrowth of the community reform work that had 
culminated in the establishment of the country’s first juvenile court in 
1899. Formed, as its name suggests, to protect Chicago’s youth and “to 
remove as far as possible the temptations and dangers, which careless-
ness and greed place about too many children,” the JPA operated both as 
a social casework agency, directly assisting endangered and incorrigible 
youths, and as an investigatory organization. It was in this latter capac-
ity that the group most directly affected the contours of slumming. After 
undertaking extensive campaigns to document the immoral conditions 
of the dance halls, cabarets, and soda parlors frequented by the young 
women and men of Chicago, the JPA invoked a mantle of maternalism to  
pressure local authorities to crack down on these popular Levee resorts.65

Ironically, reformers’ attempts to curtail the practice of slumming 
and shutter the resorts associated with it often promoted the very social 
and sexual interactions that they sought to prevent. In the autumn of 
1909, for instance, when evangelist Rodney “Gipsy” Smith, an English-
man of Romany descent, mobilized “an army of 10,000 Christian work-
ers” to rally support for the permanent closure of the Levee by parading 
through the district with a brass band, as many as 100,000 spectators 
flocked to the South Side to watch the proceedings. Doubtless many 
of those who visited the Levee that night had long been familiar with 
its dance halls and saloons, but the Chicago Record-Herald reported that 
the crowd also included scores of “school children, girls not out of their 
teens and youths who never before had witnessed the sights of Chi-
cago’s underworld.” The parade, likewise, attracted hundreds of curi-
ous “ ‘slumming parties,’ in which,” the newspaper noted, “the young 
women fell in behind their escorts and elbowed their way up and down 
the streets,” taking in every available sight, including popular Levee re-
sorts such as Buxbaum’s, Freiberg’s, Gaffney’s and Fred Train’s, each of 
which claimed to be “doing a ‘business’ such as . . . they have not had 
in years.”66

Even when reformers managed to convince local authorities to crack 
down on the goings-on in popular slumming destinations, they were 
often less than successful in curbing the appeal that such places held for 
urban tourists. By the turn of the century, in fact, police raids had sim-
ply become part of the spectacle that slummers identified with red-light 
districts. When uniformed officers arrested more than three hundred in-
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dividuals in the spring of 1905 during one of the biggest raids ever to hit 
Chinatown, the New York Times reported that “thousands of persons” 
witnessed the event, including dozens of women and men dressed “in 
their Easter finery” on “several of the big ‘Seeing Chinatown by Night’ 
automobiles.” According to the Times, “The women at first feared that 
they were going to be arrested, but when assured that there was no dan-
ger settled back and watched the police work. They got a bargain coun-
ter quantity of excitement for their fare,” the newspaper later remarked, 
seemingly endorsing affluent Americans’ pursuit of such thrills.67

In the early 1910s, however, whatever tacit acceptance slumming ex-
peditions to the immigrant and working-class districts of New York and 
Chicago might have enjoyed was effectively terminated. Exploiting a 
rising tide of anti-immigrant hysteria in the first decade of the twentieth 
century, social reformers launched an unprecedented campaign against 
urban political machines, attacking not only the immigrant influence 
in municipal politics but also the saloons and dance halls that provided 
their political and economic base. In short order, this effort expanded 
to include a nationwide cleanup of urban red-light districts, fueled by 
the increasingly inflammatory rhetoric of white slavery that blamed im-
migrants from southern and eastern Europe for both the proliferation 
of commercialized sex and the supposed corruption of white American 
womanhood. By the mid-1910s, this so-called Progressive crusade had 
virtually eradicated open prostitution in New York, Chicago, and other  
cities, bringing an end to the vibrant nightlife that attracted slummers 
to red-light districts in the first place. Although a handful of the districts’ 
more popular resorts managed to survive the persistent crackdowns, the 
threat of raids and the anti-immigrant sentiment that instigated them 
made the practice of slumming seem less pleasurable, if not downright 
dangerous, for well-to-do whites, precipitating a decline in their ven-
tures to these districts.68

The termination of slumming excursions to the immigrant and  
working-class resorts of New York and Chicago did not, however, bring 
an end to affluent whites’ participation in the emerging commercialized 
leisure industry of the two cities. Instead, thrill seekers set out for the more 
sophisticated cabarets that had recently opened in the bright-light dis-
tricts of midtown Manhattan and Chicago’s Loop. In these more respect-
able middle-class amusements, well-to-do whites could finally dance and 
socialize publicly without having to venture into working-class neighbor-
hoods or exposing themselves to the purported threats of violence and 
white slavery associated with such spaces. As the next chapter shows, 
however, the impulses that led to the original slumming craze recurred  
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in slightly modified form throughout the early decades of the twentieth 
century, resulting in three subsequent waves of thrill-seeking forays into 
racialized and sexualized urban spaces. Even as well-to-do whites left off 
visiting the slums that gave the pastime its name, their new pursuits—of 
“bohemian thrillage” in the 1910s and 1920s, the “Negro vogue” in the 
1920s and 1930s, and the “pansy and lesbian craze” of the late 1920s 
through the early 1940s—reciprocally responded to and shaped demo-
graphic and geographic transformations of urban space.69
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Beyond the Slums:  
Commercial Leisure and 
the Reorganization and  
Policing of Urban Space

With the relatively definitive closure of the red-light dis-
tricts of Chicago and New York, affluent white pleasure 
seekers increasingly repaired in the early 1910s to the more 
respectable environs of the cabaret. Heralded by the Chi-
cago Tribune as “a further refinement in civilization,” this 
popular new institution combined upscale public dining 
with commercial leisure opportunities previously available 
only in the cities’ immigrant and working-class dance halls. 
The cabaret further enhanced its reputation among well-to-
do white consumers by resituating late-night public amuse-
ments in the safer and more refined locales of midtown 
Manhattan and Chicago’s Loop—two districts with which 
most cabaret goers were already well accustomed through 
their employment in nearby office buildings or shopping 
excursions to local department stores. In such familiar lo-
cations, the Tribune noted approvingly, the cabaret practi-
cally “brings your amusement to you.”1

To insure its continued success and perceived respect-
ability among middle- and upper-class whites, the cabaret 
also facilitated the “refinement” and modification of popu-
lar dance steps. Most famously, at Louis Martin’s New York 
café and, later, in their own Castles in the Air, the husband-
and-wife team Irene and Vernon Castle developed and  
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demonstrated less sensual versions of the “tough dancing” that had at-
tracted many slummers to the cities’ red-light resorts. Transforming the 
bunny hug, the turkey trot, and the grizzly bear of the Levee and the 
Tenderloin into the less animalistic and more graceful one-step waltz, 
long Boston, and eponymous Castle glide, this popular duo provided a 
primer for refined participation in urban nightlife—both through their 
cabaret exhibitions and with the publication of their 1914 manual enti-
tled Modern Dancing. On the heels of the Castles’ success, a host of ambi-
tious cabaret impresarios in both Chicago and New York soon followed 
suit, employing their own exhibition dancers to provide instruction to 
patrons who wished to master the latest in respectable amusement.2

Not all New Yorkers and Chicagoans welcomed these developments. 
Well into the second decade of the twentieth century, private anti-vice 
organizations and reform-minded politicians in both cities continued 
to monitor cabarets. They passed legislation to regulate perceived ex-
cesses and prompted raids on establishments that refused to conform to 
reformers’ only slightly revamped notions of nineteenth-century pro-
priety and respectability. In Chicago, for instance, during the summer 
of 1913 when Rector’s cabaret presented female performers attired in 
flesh-colored tights, Mayor Carter G. Harrison Jr. grew so incensed that 
he pushed legislation through the city council prohibiting such perfor-
mances and forbidding the patrons of restaurants and cafés to dance on 
the premises. In 1913 and again in 1914, New York mayors William Jay 
Gaynor and John Purroy Mitchel attempted to address similar concerns 
by imposing curfew laws that set clear limits on the extent to which 
middle- and upper-class whites could participate in the nightlife of the 
city. For the most part, however, such regulations proved ineffective, 
unenforceable, and ultimately unnecessary—not only because many of 
the well-heeled constituents of these mayors patently ignored them, but 
also because the reemergence of slumming soon made the cabaret seem 
decidedly tame.3

Responding to continued shifts in urban demographics and spatial 
organization during the mid-1910s, affluent whites began to venture 
once again into areas associated with significant new urban populations. 
In a series of three slumming vogues that ran, successively, from the 
mid-1910s into the early 1940s, parties visited first the bohemian tea-
rooms of New York and Chicago, then the black-and-tan cabarets of the 
cities’ rapidly expanding black communities, and finally the speakeasies 
and nightclubs frequented by the cities’ increasingly visible homosexual 
populations. Simultaneously legitimizing the attendance of well-to-do 
white pleasure seekers at the more respectable cabarets of New York and 



BEYOND THE SLUMS

57

Chicago, while allowing slummers to indulge their enduring appetite  
for the latest in urban thrills, these new excursions echoed the original 
craze for the cities’ red-light districts and slum resorts. But unlike the cities’ 
first slumming vogue, these later crazes were not focused on the geographic 
space of the slum itself. Rather, they were centered on the amusement of 
slumming. This activity continued to suggest a sense of social and physi-
cal boundary crossing in urban America, but instead of the place defining 
the activity, with each successive vogue the practice of slumming came  
more and more to define the urban districts upon which it converged.

The Bohemian Thrillage of Greenwich Village and Towertown

As the outbreak of the First World War slowed the influx of new immi-
grants and inflamed already simmering nativist tensions, those in search 
of exotic diversions began to look beyond the slums of New York and 
Chicago. In the bohemian tearooms and cabarets of New York’s Green-
wich Village and Chicago’s Towertown, they soon discovered a suitable 
alternative. Characterized by radical politics and artistic and sexual ex-
perimentation, these districts offered a spectacle at once strange enough 
to excite slummers and sufficiently familiar to seem harmless. By early 
1917, one Manhattan high-society journal announced that it was now 
“considered monstrously amusing to dine ‘down town’ and then ‘do’ 
the rounds” in Washington Square. Within a few years, Chicago guide-
books followed suit, informing locals and tourists alike that “a district 
containing numerous restaurants of Bohemian character, each with its 
own ‘atmosphere’ and special features” was available for exploration on 
the city’s Near North Side.4

Greenwich Village earned its reputation for bohemian radicalism and 
sexual nonconformity during the first decades of the twentieth century. 
In the late nineteenth century, after the city’s northward expansion 
fully encompassed this formerly rural district, the area had been all but 
abandoned to the city’s working class. A few clusters of elite whites re-
mained in the area, but most repaired to the outlying suburbs or to the 
luxury apartment buildings that had recently been constructed along 
the perimeter of Central Park. Thousands of Italian immigrants soon 
replaced the departing whites, joining a number of longer-term black 
and Irish residents and making their homes in the district’s newly con-
structed tenements and subdivided brownstones. By 1900, the neigh-
borhood’s transformation was so complete that locals referred to it, like 
many other immigrant districts, simply by its political designation: the 
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Ninth Ward. Only after substantial numbers of white middle-class artists 
and radicals began moving into the area in the following years did the 
district’s original name reemerge, giving rise to “the Village” of popular 
mythology (figure 6).5

Rejecting the comfort and respectability of white middle-class life, 
thousands of young bohemian women and men took up residence in 
Greenwich Village during the first quarter of the twentieth century. 
In its narrow, winding streets and hidden mews, they found a promis-

6      This 1924 map, titled “Greenwich Village To Day” and drawn by Robert “Bobby” Edwards, 
was intended to provide slummers and other readers of the bohemian magazine The Quill 
with a modest overview of the district.  Although the map’s key no longer exists, it is still 
possible to make out the location of colorful Village nightspots, such as the Wind Blew 
Inn (#5), the Mad Hatter (#19), the Pirate’s Den (#41), and the Brevoort Hotel and the 
Blue Horse (both near #44). (Reprinted with permission from the Theater Collection of the 
Museum of the City of New York.)
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ing retreat from the insistent demands of an increasingly capitalistic 
and mechanized world. The district’s European flavor and inexpensive 
housing only added to its charm, encouraging many young writers and 
painters to cultivate a romanticized life of poverty. Tucked away in their 
studios and garrets, they dabbled at prose, oils, and clay before smoking 
and drinking their way into the wee hours of yet another morning. But 
not all aspects of bohemian life were reducible to such exaggerated theat-
rics. Like similar bohemian districts across the country, the Village made 
possible an entirely new way of life. Its cheap flats and colorful tearooms 
and shops provided enterprising young women and men with a rare op-
portunity to fashion lives outside the constraints of both traditional fam-
ily networks and the industrial economy. Whether eschewing salary for 
creativity or exchanging the benefits of spousal relations for individual 
freedom, the district’s artists, anarchists, and intellectuals carved out a 
unique place for themselves in the social landscape of New York, and at  
times even managed to build alliances with their working-class neigh-
bors by interacting with each other in local restaurants and saloons.

A nearly identical process was underway in a similar neighborhood 
on the Near North Side of Chicago. During the first decades of the twen-
tieth century, writers, actors, artists, and radicals began to pour into 
the furnished-room district that had only recently begun to take shape 
among the abandoned mansions and stables of the city’s elite. After the 
Great Fire of 1871, many of Chicago’s earliest settlers and society sci-
ons had rebuilt their spacious homes along Ohio, Erie, Rush, and Cass 
(now Wabash) streets, but by the late 1880s, they had decided to move 
further north. Distancing themselves both from the expanding immi-
grant workforce of Irish, Germans, Swedes, and southern Italians that 
lived and toiled in the industrial area along the north bank of the Chi-
cago River and from the incursion of commerce along North State and 
Dearborn streets, the well-to-do constructed new homes on the outskirts 
of Chicago or took up residence in the exclusive lakefront hotels and 
private residences of the city’s new “Gold Coast.” In the wake of their 
departure, the district’s once-resplendent housing was subdivided by lo-
cal entrepreneurs, and the neighborhood—an area bounded roughly by 
Division Street and Grand Avenue to the north and south and Michi-
gan Avenue and Clark Street to the east and west—soon became Chica-
go’s busiest lodging house district. By the early twentieth century, the 
Near North Side had been colonized by thousands of single working 
women and men who had only recently arrived from rural America and 
more than twenty foreign lands in search of their fortune. It was in this 
already unconventional atmosphere of cheap rents and working-class 



7      This map situates Towertown’s most popular tearooms and cabarets in relation to the sur-
rounding districts.
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restaurants and saloons that bohemian artists and radicals began to ex-
plore their creative energies, leftist leanings, and yearnings for free love. 
Renaming the district “Towertown” (figure 7) in honor of the city’s old 
water tower, located at Michigan and Chicago avenues, they created a 
lively new world—a world in which the convergence of working-class 
spaces and intellectual interests in art, literature, and politics became 
less the exception and more the rule.6

No doubt the amalgamation of cultures and social types in Tow-
ertown and Greenwich Village accounted for much of their appeal to 
nonconformist bohemian youth, but it also contributed significantly to 
affluent whites’ increasing fascination with these same neighborhoods 
during the mid-1910s and 1920s. For slummers, the appearance of sub-
stantial numbers of white middle-class artists and radicals in these dis-
tricts previously dominated by immigrants and workers rendered them 
safer for popular consumption while still perpetuating the sense of mys-
tery and difference that had attracted an earlier generation of pleasure 
seekers to similar working-class resorts in the Bowery, the Tenderloin, 
and the Levee.7 Whether at the Village’s Golden Swan Saloon, located at 
Sixth Avenue and Fourth Street, or at Madame Galli’s Italian restaurant, 
at 18 East Illinois Street in Towertown, bohemians’ interactions with 
local residents helped smooth the rougher working-class edges of long-
standing neighborhood amusements, making them immediately more 
palatable for the curious elite. But slumming expeditions to the Village 
and Towertown were by no means focused simply on such integrated 
environments. They also embraced the strange spectacles of art, politics, 
and sexual titillation created by the bohemians themselves. In the dank, 
unfinished basements of New York’s Greenwich Village and the shabby 
wooden cottages and alleyway stables of Chicago’s Near North Side, slum-
mers sampled a colorful new world of bohemian tearooms and cafés, the 
brightly painted walls of which were often reflected in their names. The 
Green Mask, the Blue Fish, and the Red Lantern of Towertown and the  
Village’s Purple Pup, Yellow Fish, Black Cat, and Blue Horse were but a 
few of the popular nightspots that attracted visitors to these districts.8

While a number of enterprising local entrepreneurs actively stimu-
lated the public’s budding obsession with bohemian thrillage, the arrival 
of astonishing numbers of affluent white pleasure seekers in these once-
ramshackle districts was also a product of larger political and commercial  
forces. In New York, for instance, the 1917 extension of Seventh Avenue 
across the Village from Eleventh Street to Houston and the related con-
struction of an Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) subway station in Sher-
idan Square transformed the once-secluded Village into one of the most  
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central and easily accessible neighborhoods in the city. In 1920, the com-
pletion of the Michigan Avenue Bridge similarly altered the public per-
ception of Chicago’s Near North Side by prompting the development of 
a new, magnificent, mile-long strip of retail shops and businesses imme-
diately adjacent to the city’s bohemian district. Suddenly, the Village and 
Towertown were not only more accessible and inviting to white middle- 
and upper-class pleasure seekers in search of an evening’s entertainment, 
but also provided more convenient residences for women and men work-
ing in New York’s downtown financial district or in one of the many new 
office buildings being constructed north of the Chicago River. “Scores of 
old, disreputable houses [on Chicago’s Near North Side] were made over 
into studios,” Alfreda Gordon recalled, “but not for artists. They were 
fitted with French windows, over-ornamented fireplaces, ceiling beams 
and various ‘quaint’ and ‘artistic’ gew-gaws—and rented to business-
men and assorted dalliers who adored north light sentiment.” During 
this same period in the Village, editor Sam Putnam recalled, “commercial 
tearooms and similar enterprises were flourishing, rents were mounting,  
and the bond salesman and the advertising man were moving in.”9

Thus, the changing physical infrastructure of the cities and the fash-
ionableness of these districts generated by their role as popular slumming 
destinations combined to strip Towertown and the Village of whatever 
vestiges of the immigrant and working-class slum they might otherwise 
have maintained. Far from reinforcing the districts’ association with 
poverty, degradation, or illicit sex, the slumming vogue for bohemian 
thrillage actually led to what might be considered one of the earliest 
examples of urban gentrification. Yet the importance of these develop-
ments in promoting the bohemian nightlife of New York and Chicago 
paled in comparison to the inadvertent enticements generated by an-
other contemporaneous development: the ratification of the Eighteenth 
Amendment in 1919 and its implementation under the Volstead Act at 
the stroke of midnight on January 16, 1920.

With the passage of Prohibition, middle-class progressives intended 
to enhance their ability to police public social interactions and reform 
municipal government by closing the immigrant and working-class sa-
loons that provided the foundation of urban machine politics. (This is 
why the amendment outlawed the sale of liquor rather than its con-
sumption; those with access to private stashes and private property on 
which to consume it, such as the Yale Club of New York, which had re-
portedly laid in a fourteen-year supply of liquor, could continue to drink 
with impunity.10) But in practice, Prohibition not only failed to limit 
immigrants’ political influence but it also diminished the power of local 
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police and anti-vice organizations to regulate public sociability, espe-
cially across class and racial lines. Because the criminalization of liquor 
effectively rendered all urban nightlife illegal, the distinction that many 
middle-class whites had earlier drawn between attending high-class cab-
arets and undertaking slumming expeditions to less reputable establish-
ments became increasingly irrelevant. In both New York and Chicago, 
the loss of legitimate liquor revenues drove most of the respectable, up-
scale nightspots out of business, leaving middle-class pleasure seekers 
with little alternative but to turn to the speakeasies operated or con-
trolled by Irish, Italian, and Jewish “gangsters.” Chief among these, dur-
ing the earliest years of Prohibition, were the bohemian tearooms and 
cabarets of Greenwich Village and Towertown, which were uniquely po-
sitioned to capitalize on the changing dynamics of urban nightlife. They 
were situated in close proximity to the Italian restaurants, groceries, and 
drugstores that became the cities’ primary purveyors of homemade red 
wine during Prohibition, and their minimal decoration, low capital in-
vestment, and location in dark alleyways and basements provided stra-
tegic advantages that were later adopted by speakeasy owners in other 
districts in an effort to avoid local and federal regulation and to trim 
their losses in the event that failed to do so.11

The readily available bootleg liquor undoubtedly enhanced many 
slumming excursions to the Village and Towertown by lowering inhibi-
tions and lubricating social interactions, but it was hardly the neighbor-
hoods’ primary attraction. Intrepid drinkers could easily lay their hands 
on bathtub gin or moonshine at any one of hundreds of speakeasies 
(and more than a few local juice joints, candy shops, and drugstores), 
but only the cities’ bohemian districts promised a glimpse into the ev-
eryday lives of starving artists and radical politicos. When they visited 
Chicago’s Dill Pickle Club, located in Tooker Alley, or Polly’s Restaurant 
on Washington Square in the Village, middle- and upper-class whites 
got an eyeful of bohemia’s “long-haired men and short-haired women,” 
their colorful clothing, and provocative, avant-garde art. In one bohe-
mian tearoom they might listen intently to recitations of modern verse 
or ukulele tunes, while in others their ears could ring with heated de-
bates over anarchism, socialism, or reproductive freedom.

The association of bohemia with radical politics was so widely held that  
during and immediately after the First World War, federal officials care-
fully investigated the potentially dangerous influence that such night-
spots might have on the women and men who visited them. Chicago’s 
Dill Pickle Club came under particular scrutiny both because of its sup-
posed association with “Bolsheviki, Anarchists and like radicals” and  
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because its owner, Jack Jones, was the former husband of Industrial Work-
ers of the World (IWW) organizer Elizabeth Gurley Flynn. Attending a 
masquerade ball sponsored by the club in April 1919, an investigator from  
the Military Intelligence Division of the War Department displayed the  
government’s almost-ridiculous fears of political subversion, noting not  
only that masks “were necessary in order to gain admittance,” but that  
“red carnations were worn by all attendants, as it was explained by mem-
bers that red is the color of the club.” A later report from informants 
associated with the Patriotic American League, however, apparently dis-
pelled the War Department’s concerns by suggesting that young women 
and men visited the Dill Pickle Club more for sexual than political thrills. 
“They were there for anything that came off,” the informants reported. 
“Girls were observed smoking cigarettes, one sat on a mans [sic] lap and 
there was much freedom” of the “free-love” sort.12

To most of the pleasure seekers who patronized bohemian tearooms 
and cabarets, this sense of sexual freedom constituted the very essence of 
Towertown and Greenwich Village. Interpreting free love more as casual 
promiscuity than as the idealized and sexually equitable relationships 
that most bohemians intended, slummers expected to stumble upon 
sexual discussions and carefree social interactions on their expeditions to 
these districts. Usually they were not disappointed. “On galactic Summer 
nights” during the late 1910s, one bohemian regular recalled, visitors 
to the Dill Pickle Club were likely to encounter “pale girls with daring 
bobbed heads . . . and tortoise-shelled glasses discuss[ing] Nietzsche and 
Prudhomme [sic] and Havelock Ellis with boys whose eyes dreamed and 
visioned.” Such intellectual conversations about sex and philosophy 
thrilled those who came looking for subtle expressions of forbidden desire, 
but slummers were even more fascinated by the apparent nonchalance 
with which bohemians publicly discussed their sexual relationships. At 
the Black Parrot in Greenwich Village, one observer noted the ease with 
which a woman named Bessie confessed her earlier sexual involvement 
with one of the tearoom’s male patrons while talking to his new flame: 
“Oh, we are old friends,” she told the woman in a tone loud enough to be 
heard across the small tearoom. “I lived with John once. Didn’t I?”13

But the sexual spectacle that most intrigued visitors to Towertown 
and the Village extended well beyond words. Although only a hand-
ful would ever lay eyes on the nude models that they imagined to be 
regular fixtures in every bohemian studio, more than a few eventually 
caught a glimpse of human flesh during their slumming adventures. At-
tendance at one of the districts’ elaborate masquerade balls offered one 
of the surest opportunities to see skin. In Chicago, the Dill Pickle Club’s 
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annual St. Patrick’s Day and Halloween dances often featured women 
and men in scanty attire, enthusiastically competing to win the prize 
for the “best Adam and Eve Costume.” Similarly risqué attire was often 
on display at the Village masquerades held regularly at Webster Hall. At 
the Liberal Club Ball in February 1917, for instance, a young medical 
student reported that several of the balls’ female participants cavorted in 
“filmy transparent things through which one could see easily” or in one-
piece men’s bathing suits “with one breast exposed.” But women did 
not provide the only eye candy at Webster Hall: “Egyptian costumes are 
very popular” among the men, one participant remarked, “with just the 
diaper effect and the rest of the body painted.”14 Even in the bohemian 
tearooms of Chicago and New York, tourists were sometimes treated to 
the “rather suggestive” dances and informal actions of their fellow pa-
trons and entertainers. On one occasion, slummers watched attentively 
as a male patron at the Greenwich Village Hearth “spre[a]d his legs out 
and asked [a nearby woman] to fan him between his legs” to cool him 
off. “All enjoyed while she was doing that,” an observer recalled.15

Bohemia’s exhibition of free love extended to displays of same-sex 
desire and affection, providing yet another attraction for curious in-
terlopers. As historian George Chauncey has noted, in the late 1910s 
droves of fairies regularly flocked to the masquerades at Webster Hall, 
donning evening gowns, make-up, and wigs to call attention to their 
femininity and court more masculine companions. They could “be seen 
practising their little peculiar tricks with men,” a guest at one ball con-
firmed, “going through their antics which at once mark them for what 
they are,” and even “hugging and kissing each other.” In fact, their at-
tendance became so integral to the spectacle associated with such balls 
that a man attending the Greenwich Village Carnival in the spring of 
1917 commented on the presence not only of “the usual crowd of Ho-
mosexualists . . . decoratively attired” but also of “the usual crowd who 
go expecting to find this type there.” By the early 1920s, slummers’ ex-
pectations could also be met by the entertainers featured in a number 
of bohemian tearooms. Celebrating the Fourth of July in 1922, for in-
stance, the Village nightspot known as The Jungle (located at 11 Corne-
lia Street) presented “a jazz band and two male performers Rosebud and 
Countess,” whose campy antics drew the hearty applause of a mixed 
crowd of slummers, male “degenerates” and “lady lovers [lesbians] of 
the Greenwich Village type.” Later that same year, Towertown tourists 
visiting the Derby Cabaret at 680 North Clark Street were treated to a 
similar, “amateur” performance of “a man, garbed as a woman and sing-
ing in a high soprano voice.”16
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While the mere existence of such spectacles unsettled many urban 
reformers, local authorities were generally prepared to ignore the ec-
centricities of bohemian artists and radicals as long as their challenges 
to social and sexual norms were confined strictly to the bounds of their 
own communities. But as bohemian balls and tearooms grew in popu-
larity among middle- and upper-class whites, reformers’ hackles rose 
sharply. “As long as the attendance at the balls was confined to the 
residents of the Village, we did not feel that much harm was done,” the 
general secretary of New York’s Committee of Fourteen told an associate 
in late 1917, “but they are becoming more and more commercialized.”  
Still, reformers’ concerns about the alleged dangers that bohemian un-
conventionality posed to slummers differed markedly from those that 
had fueled their earlier efforts to regulate slumming in the cities’ red-
light districts and immigrant neighborhoods. Chicago’s Committee of 
Fifteen remained sufficiently concerned about “the immoral cabaret” 
to lobby successfully for the passage of a 1917 “law regarding indecent 
shows and entertainments,” but for the most part, urban reformers no 
longer opposed the mere existence of public amusements or believed 
that they were especially incompatible with middle-class respectability. 
Some, like Greenwich House founder Mary Simkhovitch, found even 
the bohemian nightspots of the Village to be relatively inoffensive. “A 
great many of the restaurants and so forth in the neighborhood are very 
nice, harmless, jolly, innocent places,” she informed New York’s mayor 
John F. Hylan after a group of “old-fashioned, conservative, respect-
able neighbors” urged him to crack down on the district’s amusements. 

“Tastes of the two groups are very different and they do not understand 
each other,” she continued. “But as a matter of fact, there are several 
good people among the restaurateurs and artists who have come into 
the neighborhood and there are also some pretty bad customers to be 
found among the old neighbors.”17

The involvement of significant numbers of middle-class whites— 
although, admittedly, rebellious ones—in the creation and maintenance 
of the spectacle presented in bohemian establishments also appears to 
have tempered reformers’ attempts to regulate slumming in Towertown 
and the Village. The rhetoric of white slavery that anti-vice societies had 
used so effectively both to warn female slummers away from and to rally 
public sentiment against the immigrant and working-class resorts of the 
cities’ red-light districts held little weight in bohemian tearooms that 
were often run by native-born white women and frequented by middle-
class writers, painters, and radicals. Even reformers’ continuing and con-
certed crusade against female prostitution became more complicated in 
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bohemia. Recognizing that the closure of the wide-open sex districts of 
New York and Chicago during the mid-1910s had pushed many pros-
titutes into the more covert environs of the call house and the cabaret, 
investigators for the Committee of Fourteen and the JPA, among other 
organizations, diligently attempted to document the role of bohemian 
nightspots in facilitating commercialized sex. On occasion, undercover 
men reported that, “after spending some time in her company” or buying 
a drink or two, one of the female patrons or entertainers in an establish-
ment such as the 606 Cabaret on North Clark Street in Chicago would 
directly solicit them, quoting a price for her services and “a room up the 
street.” More often, however, the scenario was more opaque, and the 
solicitations more closely resembled “charity” (providing sexual favors 
in return for being treated to drinks, entertainment, or material goods)  
than prostitution. After a Miss Delys smiled at him from across the room 
at the Greenwich Village Hearth on Macdougal Street, Harry Kahan, an 
investigator for the Committee of Fourteen, “called her over to sit down 
at my table.” Expecting a solicitation, Kahan reported instead, “She told 
me, that she was a dancer and instructs strictly private either in her apart-
ment on West 48th Street or down here, price $2.50 per hour or lesson.” 
Judging from the fact that Miss Delys had to put Kahan off until the next 
day, because “she had to meet a man tonight with whom she made pre-
vious arrangment [sic],” it seems likely that she meant to offer more than 
a fox trot for her fee. But it is equally clear that her offer did not meet the 
standard required either to charge her with prostitution or to close the 
tearoom for “violating decency laws.”18

Acknowledging the difficulties that these legal distinctions posed in 
gathering evidence for police raids and closures of bohemian tearooms 
and cabarets, anti-vice organizations adopted more creative strategies 
for regulating the social interactions in these spaces. In New York, the 
Committee of Fourteen proposed changes in the municipal licensing of 
public amusements to decrease the number of resorts while increasing 
the frequency with which they were subject to official review. As early 
as 1918, the committee’s general secretary advocated the introduction 
of cabaret licenses (which were not required until 1926) to provide lever-
age against tearooms and other establishments that featured live enter-
tainment but were not technically subject to dance hall regulations, and 
later proposed that “the best way to handle the Village problem . . . is 
with temporary licenses” rather than the standard two-year, bonded li-
censes granted to most dance halls. In Chicago, when the Committee of 
Fifteen found the local police and courts hesitant or unwilling to prose-
cute disorderly cabarets, it strategically exploited the Federal Injunction 
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Law to move such cases into federal court. “Wherever vice was found to 
be extant with liquor,” the committee’s superintendent reported, “our 
investigators secured the necessary evidence for the issuance of tempo-
rary injunctions.” Yet the increasing difficulty that many investigators 
reported in singling out prostitutes from “charity girls” and free lov-
ers made the regulation of bohemian tearooms and cabarets a relatively 
unproductive venture for private anti-vice societies that sought to have 
the biggest impact on commercialized sex that their limited budgets 
would allow. Throughout the 1920s, New York’s Committee of Fourteen 
maintained sporadic oversight of Village cabarets. But in Chicago simi-
lar investigations became less of a priority; after 1924, the Committee of 
Fifteen focused its energies exclusively on houses of prostitution, while 
the JPA undertook only one concerted investigation of local cabarets 
during the Century of Progress World’s Fair in 1933–34.19

For the most part, when local authorities chose to crack down on 
slummers’ searches for bohemian thrillage, they did so for one of two 
reasons: either to protect the morals of minors, especially young women 
below the age of 18, or to placate residents who had become annoyed 
with the nightly invasion of their neighborhoods. The former provided 
justification for the New York Police Department’s spectacular, headline- 
grabbing, January 1923 raid on Robert Cushman’s restaurant and dance 
hall at 160 West Fourth Street. After observing a large number of appar-
ently underage women and men in the resort, detectives ordered the 
bust, arresting twenty patrons including “eleven girls between the ages 
of 16 and 18,” two “Princeton boys” and a young girl of 15 whose pres-
ence resulted in the conviction of the establishment’s proprietor for 
“impairing the morals of a girl under 16 years.”20 “The complaint against 
some of these newer Village cafés,” the New York Times later reported:

is that they rob the cradle. They advertise the lure of Bohemia in school and college 

papers; and it has an awful pull for collegians and schoolboys, and youths in their 

teens who would like to be mistaken for collegians and schoolboys, and girls in their 

teens who think it would be merry sport to tell mother that they’re going to the movie 

around the corner, and then beat it down to West Fourth Street to meet college 

youths in a romantic and Bohemian way.21 

In Chicago, the JPA expressed similar concerns. At a time when the Dill 
Pickle Club and several other Towertown resorts regularly advertised in 
student publications at the University of Chicago, Northwestern Uni-
versity, and the School of the Art Institute, the organization’s leadership 
thought it prudent to take preemptive action against such nightspots’ 
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potential corruption of the city’s youth. In the spring of 1922, they ac-
tively lobbied local authorities to close the popular Wind Blew Inn at 
116 East Ohio Street, not because they had observed any “disorderly” 
actions on its premises but because its “very bad” atmosphere regularly 
drew a crowd of wide-eyed youths. Several raids soon followed, but the 
tearoom continued to operate until it caught fire in late April.22

Aside from occasional federal crackdowns on illegal liquor sales in 
the Village and Towertown and an unprecedented, two-year series of 
raids and closures of popular slumming destinations initiated by Chi-
cago’s newly elected, reform-minded mayor, William E. Dever, in 1923, 
the only other significant crackdowns on bohemian slumming occurred 
at the behest of disgruntled neighbors.23 On several occasions in the 
early 1920s, after conservative, long-time residents and business owners 
complained that Village nightspots were “disturb[ing] the slumbers of 
the peaceful,” New York’s Mayor Hylan launched a series of crackdowns 
on the “early hour revelries” of bohemian nightspots. The subjects of 
these raids were not the artists and radicals who called the district home 
but rather the “boys and girls from other sections” of the city who, ac-
cording to the executive secretary of the Washington Square Neighbor-
hood Association, came “to revel in the artificial bohemian atmosphere 
they themselves created.”24 Mayor Dever charted a similar course in the  
Windy City. Responding to a petition signed by thirty-eight Near North 
Side residents in late April 1925, he ordered the padlocking of Vincenc 
Noga’s Gold Coast House of Corrections, apparently hoping to encour-
age the cabaret’s patrons—whom the local police captain described as 
“not of the rowdy or tough class” but “what might be termed, ‘Slum-
mers’ or those who seek the odd and unusual”—to refrain from attend-
ing such places.25

When they survived judicial review, padlocks provided local authori-
ties with an effective way to close a particular nightspot or two that 
neighbors or reformers found especially offensive, but their effect on 
the more general atmosphere of bohemian nightlife was relatively mini-
mal. When one cabaret closed, another sprang up in its place, often 
operating in the same location under different owners or at a new ad-
dress under the shuttered cabaret’s proprietor. Because padlock cases 
were notoriously difficult to prosecute and often involved months of 
legal maneuverings, authorities hoping to rein in entire entertainment 
districts usually resorted to simpler tactics, including the stepped-up en-
forcement of city-mandated closing hours: 1:00 a.m. in Chicago and 
an hour later in New York. Such actions not only appeased neighbors 
who complained about noise and unruliness well beyond official closing 
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hours but also proved unusually effective in briefly curtailing the very 
practice of slumming, which usually took place well after local theaters 
and more mainstream cabarets had closed. During the spring of 1923, a 
waiter at Towertown’s Palace Gardens confirmed the effectiveness of this 
technique when asked why the cabaret “has been poorly patronized of 
late.” “Oh! I don’t know,” he told an undercover investigator from the 
JPA. “Now that they are trying to close us up at one o’clock, I suppose 
the people don’t want to come around because they think it isn’t worth 
while.” Yet a crackdown on slumming in one neighborhood often had 
the unintended effect of promoting the activity in another. In the midst 
of Towertown’s increased regulation, the waiter pointed out that “they 
get the big crowds over at the black and tan joints on the south side,” 
indicating both the unevenness of urban policing and white revelers’ 
renewed fascination with black culture.26

The “Negro Vogue”: Harlem and Bronzeville

The 1920s marked the high point of white slummers’ preoccupation 
with the black neighborhoods and nightlife of Chicago and New York. 
On Chicago’s South Side, popular cabarets, such as the Plantation and 
Sunset cafés, drew record crowds of “sophisticated high school young-
sters, cynical office clerks, and effusive representatives of produce houses, 
who,” Variety observed, “seem to relish the carefree atmosphere” and the  
“loud, wailing and pulsating” music that they found in these clubs. The 
crowds were even larger in New York, where Harlem “acquired a world-
wide reputation” for “being exotic, colorful, and sensuous; a place of 
laughing, singing, and dancing; a place where life wakes up at night.” 
African American writer and activist James Weldon Johnson noted that 
“New Yorkers and people visiting New York from the world over go to 
the night-clubs of Harlem and dance to such jazz music as can be heard 
nowhere else; and they get an exhilaration impossible to duplicate.” 
During Prohibition, this sense of jazz-induced exhilaration became the 
chief pursuit of many pleasure-seeking whites. According to African 
American poet Langston Hughes, this was the era “when the Negro was 
in vogue” with urban whites who could not get enough of black night-
life, music, and dance.27

The popular fascination with black-and-tan resorts that played a role 
in slummers’ earlier ventures to the Tenderloin and the Levee provided a 
precedent for the Negro vogue. But unlike the multifaceted focus of the 
earlier craze, this new vogue was centered exclusively on black nightlife 
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and on the sizable new black neighborhoods that began to take shape in 
Harlem and on Chicago’s South Side during the mid-1910s. These new 
communities were a direct result of the outbreak of the First World War. 
As hostilities brought southern and eastern European immigration to a 
virtual standstill, northern industrialists turned to the rural South and 
the Caribbean in an effort to offset the growing shortage of unskilled la-
bor in cities like Chicago and New York. Responding to these entreaties,  
tens of thousands of Southern blacks and a significant number of West 
Indian immigrants soon packed their bags and headed north. For rural 
Southern migrants, the North signified a “land of hope,” an opportunity 
not only to secure better-paying industrial or service-oriented jobs but 
also to escape the prejudice, discrimination, and threat of violence that 
marked their daily lives in the Jim Crow South. The reality of urban 
life often proved much more complex than they had ever imagined, 
but the unprecedented Great Migration of Southern blacks and influx  
of West Indians soon transformed the racial environments of New York 
and Chicago. Quickly overflowing the traditional bounds of the black 
sections of the Tenderloin and the Levee, these new residents fueled the  
rapid development of bustling black communities in Harlem and on 
Chicago’s South Side, making black nightlife and culture more visible 
than ever before in the urban North and attracting a whole new genera-
tion of curious white slummers.28

Harlem had been home to a small number of black New Yorkers 
since at least the 1830s, when it was little more than an isolated, rural 
town located well outside the boundaries of New York City. As middle- 
and upper-class whites transformed Harlem into an affluent suburb of 
brownstones and exclusive apartment buildings during the last decades 
of the nineteenth century, still more blacks moved into the area, seeking 
work as domestic servants. But the emergence of Harlem as the nation’s 
premier black community did not begin in earnest until the first de-
cade of the twentieth century, when speculative construction reached 
astonishing proportions in that neighborhood, far outpacing the market 
for new housing. For black New Yorkers, this overabundance of vacant 
buildings provided a unique opportunity to improve their living con-
ditions and eventually establish the largest black community in early-
twentieth-century America.29

Around 1904, the Afro-American Realty Company, founded by black 
real estate agent Philip A. Payton Jr., began to acquire five-year leases on 
white-owned property in Harlem. Renting these apartments to blacks 
who sought to escape the dilapidated housing of the Tenderloin, Payton’s  
company sparked the establishment of a vibrant new black community 



8      This map illustrates the dramatic expansion of Harlem’s black population from the early 
1910s to 1930.
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centered along 135th Street between Lenox and Seventh avenues (figure 
8). By 1914, nearly 50,000 blacks had settled in the neighborhood, and 
tens of thousands more followed in their wake, most of them newly 
arrived from the rural South and the West Indies during and imme-
diately after the First World War. By 1920, Harlem was not only New 
York’s principal black residential and commercial district but also the 
largest urban concentration of blacks anywhere in the country. Extend-
ing from 144th Street to 128th and occupying most of the area between 
Fifth and Eighth avenues, black Harlem became a city unto itself during 
the mid-1920s and fostered a thriving literary and artistic movement 
now commonly referred to as the Harlem Renaissance. While the books,  
paintings, and journals produced by Harlem’s artists attracted signifi-
cant attention to the district, in the eyes of most urban whites, the city’s 
vibrant new black community was soon equated with all-night cabarets 
and the syncopated beat of jazz.30

The Great Migration hastened a similar transformation of the black 
community of Chicago (figure 9). In 1910, the South Side neighbor-
hood known by whites as the “Black Belt” was little more than a narrow 
strip running along State Street from the Loop for about thirty blocks 
south. Only a few blocks wide, except at its northern end, the district 
housed some 34,335 black residents—about 78 percent of the city’s to-
tal black population. By 1920, however, as Southern migrants began to 
pour into the area, the black community pushed significantly further 
south, and Thirty-first Street, a commercial strip where several popu-
lar cabarets were located, effectively became its northern border. Nick-
named “Bronzeville” by local residents, the community came to occupy 
all the space between the city’s lakefront and the railroad located west 
of State Street, stretching as far south as Fortieth Street, in addition to 
two further parcels that branched down from that core: the first ran 
along the original narrow State Street strip to near Fifty-seventh Street, 
and the second formed a slightly broader wedge between Cottage Grove 
Avenue and South Parkway (now Martin Luther King Drive), extending 
as far as Forty-ninth Street. As the district’s population continued to 
swell throughout the 1920s, reaching a total of more than 200,000 by 
the end of the decade, Bronzeville swallowed up still more of the sur-
rounding territory and soon gained a reputation as one of the country’s 
most vibrant black communities, as well as one of its premier jazz des-
tinations. Along “The Stroll” on South State Street, the cabarets were 
so thick that one white musician claimed that “around midnight you 
could hold an instrument in the middle of the street and the air would 
play it.”31



9      This map displays the demographic transformation on Chicago’s South Side associated with 
an unprecedented influx of black migrants who transformed the city’s early-twentieth- 
century “Black Belt” into a vibrant neighborhood known as Bronzeville in the 1920s and 
1930s.
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Although it is tempting now to imagine these districts as the slums 
they became in later years, at the height of the Negro vogue, Harlem and 
Bronzeville were hardly dilapidated centers of poverty or immorality. 
Rather, they were bustling black commercial and residential hubs, filled 
with a wide array of black- and white-owned restaurants, shops, and 
cabarets, as well as an extraordinarily diverse black population. Whether 
professional or blue collar, homeowner or renter, nearly all black New 
Yorkers and Chicagoans lived in the same general geographic vicinity 
during the 1920s—a predictable outcome given the Jim Crow real estate 
practices of the era. True, there were pockets of Harlem and Bronzeville 
that resembled turn-of-the-century slums, where once-magnificent houses  
and apartment buildings were subdivided into rooming houses and small 
“kitchenettes” for which tenants paid significantly higher rents than 
the open market would have permitted for similarly decaying proper-
ties in other neighborhoods. But there were also elegant residences and 
well-maintained apartment buildings that provided shelter to black pro-
fessionals, business leaders, and commercially successful artists and mu-
sicians. In Harlem, one particularly posh block of brownstones on 138th 
and 139th streets earned the nickname of “Strivers’ Row” among locals, 
and similar residences could also be found in Bronzeville.

The urban black community that attracted slummers, then, was by 
no means a slum; rather, it was a destination for the consumption of 
commercialized leisure. In fact, most of the affluent whites who visited 
Harlem and Bronzeville did so only late at night, when the popular 
black-and-tan cabarets and basement speakeasies were alive and pulsat-
ing with jazz. Yet it was this type of slumming excursion that came to 
define the black communities of New York and Chicago in the minds 
of most white Americans and other visitors to these districts. While the 
harshness of daylight revealed the stark inequalities that continued to 
separate most black and white residents in northern U.S. cities, the cover 
of darkness promoted a romanticized sense of toleration, equality, and 
fraternization among the various types who reveled in the black and 
tans of Bronzeville and Harlem. British stage actress Gracie Fields con-
firmed this contrast between Harlem by day and by night, telling an 
American newspaper that “she had not had many thrilling experiences 
as yet” but was planning a late-night visit to Harlem. “I drove around 
that section of your city the first day I arrived,” she reported, but “found 
it singularly drab and unexciting. I’m sure it must look more romantic 
at night.”32

Whatever romanticism white slummers found in Harlem and Bronze-
ville could be directly attributed to the boom in black nightlife precipitated 
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by the Great Migration. Disproportionately youthful in composition, 
Southern migrants arrived in New York and Chicago at the very moment 
that dance halls and cabarets were reaching the height of their popular-
ity among working- and middle-class youth. In short order, this influx of 
young people overwhelmed the existing public amusements in both cit-
ies, prompting the establishment of a barrage of new saloons, cabarets,  
and dance halls designed to cater to the black residents of Harlem and 
Bronzeville. When the granting of entertainment licenses failed to 
keep pace with the growing demand of blacks for leisure space, the dis-
tricts’ officially licensed amusements were augmented by hundreds of 
impromptu “buffet flats” that operated above storefronts and in private 
apartment buildings in surrounding neighborhoods. In the late nine-
teenth century, these informal establishments had served primarily as 
black alternatives to discriminatory white-owned hotels, but during the 
Great Migration they increasingly assumed the role of neighborhood cen-
ters of drinking, gambling, and prostitution. In due course, the buffet flats 
of Harlem and Bronzeville also began to attract the attention of curious 
whites, who found in these more clandestine environs an even greater  
degree of cross-racial interaction than that which so unsettled white ur-
ban reformers in the districts’ more prominent black-and-tan cabarets.33

Ironically, as reformers struggled to police this white escape from sexual 
and racial convention, it was one of their most resounding achievements— 
namely, the passage of national Prohibition—that actually fostered the 
development and expansion of the Negro vogue. Much as it had expe-
dited the earlier search for bohemian thrillage, the criminalization of 
liquor sales encouraged gin-deprived white urban residents and tourists 
to flock to black neighborhood establishments in an effort to quench 
their thirst. In comparison with the speakeasies of Greenwich Village 
and Towertown, however, those located in Harlem and Bronzeville often 
proved to be even more reliable providers of bootleg liquor, since local 
authorities were usually content to allow such illicit activities to flourish 
in black neighborhoods. Except for periodic crackdowns, which often 
coincided with municipal elections, slummers in Bronzeville and Har-
lem drank to their hearts’ content, protected by the largely Jewish- and 
Italian-dominated underground economy that operated unhindered in 
these neighborhoods.34

The underground economies of Harlem and Bronzeville also provided 
white pleasure seekers with easy access to illegal drugs. Upon the clo-
sure of the Levee, Chicago’s thriving black market for drugs relocated 
to nearby Bronzeville, and by the early 1920s was securely ensconced 
within the black nightlife district located between Thirty-first and Thirty-
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fifth streets. This same period witnessed similar transformations in New  
York, prompting one entertainment weekly to report that a stretch of  
Harlem’s Fifth Avenue, between 132nd and 138th streets, had become so 
drug-infused by the late 1920s that it had garnered the nickname “Coke  
village.” While these developments were part and parcel of local author-
ities’ attempts to contain all manner of illicit behavior within the confines  
of the cities’ black neighborhoods, they also provided white slummers 
with yet another social lubricant to lower their inhibitions as they crossed 
over the infamous color line. The prospect of such recreational participa-
tion in Harlem’s drug culture was suggested by Variety’s announcement 
that “many of the be-ermined and high-hat white gentry entering the 
area are on the bay for ‘hop,’ ” or, opium. Others insisted that visitors 
to Harlem and Bronzeville preferred “tea” or “reefer,” as marijuana was 
known in the parlance of the day, to enhance their sense of escape into 
the revelry of local black and tans. Yet whatever the drug of choice, by the 
late 1920s, white thrill seekers increasingly associated their participation 
in black nightlife with an indulgence in illegal substances. In the words 
of black journalist Edgar M. Grey, they “sought the great fire-eating gift 
of black folk to the American scene: Sex served scientifically with Jazz, 
and washed down by poisonous liquors and more poisonous drugs.”35

As the closure of the cities’ segregated red-light districts pushed pros-
titution under cover in call houses and cabarets, there was no denying 
that it, too, became disproportionately concentrated in the cities’ black 
neighborhoods. Upon arrival in New York and Chicago, southern black 
migrants found themselves face to face with hundreds of prostitutes, 
both black and white, recently displaced from the Tenderloin and the 
Levee. Although local authorities increased their surveillance of Harlem 
and Bronzeville, spurring periodic crackdowns on the prostitution that 
flourished in these districts, for the most part, they turned a blind eye to 
these neighborhoods. In part, this was the result of a shortage of black 
anti-vice investigators and police officers who could more easily gather 
evidence in the cities’ black neighborhoods without raising suspicions. 
But it was also the product of the containment strategies promulgated 
by the cities’ white-run police departments and private anti-vice orga-
nizations. As with the segregated red-light districts of old, officials in 
New York and Chicago essentially resolved to tolerate the persistence of 
prostitution in the cities’ black residential districts in order to minimize 
its presence in affluent white neighborhoods.

What little policing of black-and-tan cabarets local authorities did 
undertake was prompted primarily by the inability of white urban re-
formers to conceptualize cross-racial interactions outside a sexualized 
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framework. Assuming that no respectable white woman could possibly 
desire to participate in cross-racial dancing or socializing, they routinely 
equated the mere presence of white women in the cities’ black and tans 
with prostitution. In a report to Chicago’s JPA, one investigator made  
this equation particularly clear. “White fellows . . . dance with negro 
prostitutes,” he wrote of the interactions he observed at one Bronzeville 
cabaret, “and white girls, or rather prostitutes,” he corrected himself, 
“dance with colored men.” Indeed, the linkage between prostitution 
and racial mixing was so complete in the minds of authorities that, as 
New York’s Committee of Fourteen reported, two young white women 
were arrested on Broadway in early 1922 merely for entering a cab with a 
male acquaintance bound for “135th Street and Seventh Avenue, the vi-
cinity of the colored resorts.” Although a judge later dismissed this case 
for lack of any evidence that the women had actually exchanged sex for 
money, he praised the New York policeman who made the arrests for 
intervening in a situation that “had given every appearance of evil.”36

Throughout the early 1920s, municipal authorities routinely invoked 
such appeals to protect the sanctity of white womanhood in an effort 
to discourage the growing white middle-class fascination with black ur-
ban culture which they believed threatened to disrupt the cities’ fragile 
racial order. In December 1922, for instance, New York officials proudly 
proclaimed that they had heeded “numerous complaints from parents 
that their daughters were visiting [black and tans]” by raiding Harlem’s 
Shuffle Inn and arresting eighty-three of its youthful white patrons. Yet 
in rescuing young white women from the supposed dangers of cross-
racial sexuality, authorities further demonstrated their resolve to rein-
force the spatial segregation of the city. Although the “usual custom in 
such cases [was] to discharge the prisoners with a reprimand,” according 
to the black-owned Chicago Whip, the judge overseeing this case held 
each of the youths on $500 bail and “injected the race question into a 
moral question” by informing them that “there were sufficient white 
cabarets for white folk to visit without going to places maintained by 
Negroes.”37

Local officials in New York and Chicago also advocated the regulation 
or prohibition of cross-racial interaction as a means of preventing racial 
unrest. The segregation of public amusements along a black/white axis 
was considered so integral to the maintenance of public order that, as late 
as the autumn of 1927, New York’s Committee of Fourteen continued to 
insist that the racial integration of Harlem’s cabarets not only created a 
“moral hazard to young people of both races,” but also “may ultimately,  
if not checked, lead to the probability of serious race riots.”38 In Chicago, 
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where “the intimate association of Negroes and whites in the cabarets of 
the South Side” had been cited as a contributing factor in the city’s Au-
gust 1919 race riot, such rhetoric held even greater sway. Despite protes-
tations from local black newspapers that “persons who dance together 
are not so likely to fight as persons who stand at a distance and call each 
other bad names,” the white press maintained that Bronzeville’s black 
and tans posed a significant threat not only to the purity of white wom-
anhood but also to the surety of continued white political dominance.39 
Describing local black and tans as “a potent breeder of race hatred, which 
may explode into a race riot at any moment,” white reporters attempted 
to rally voters against the city’s black-supported Republican party dur-
ing the mayoral campaign of 1923. Calling attention to Mayor “Big Bill” 
Thompson’s alleged protection of Bronzeville’s underground trade in 
sex, liquor, and gambling, they threw their political might behind the 
reform-minded Democratic challenger, Judge William E. Dever, who 
had publicly pledged to curtail such activities while subtly conveying 
his intentions to strengthen white control over the city’s government. 
Less than two months after taking office, the victorious Dever followed 
through on his pledge, ordering the closure of no fewer than ten promi-
nent Bronzeville black and tans.40

Lest voters should suspect that these closures constituted payback to 
the black supporters of Dever’s Republican rival, the city’s white news-
papers and government officials reignited public concerns about the 
threat that such cabarets posed to white social and sexual respectability. 
William Randolph Hearst’s Chicago American reported that “improper 
dancing between black and white patrons and habitués” was regularly 
observed in each of the padlocked cabarets, while the Chicago Tribune 
upped the ante by relating the “soul kisses between colored men and 
white women” that supposedly characterized the goings-on in these 
spaces. Chicago’s assistant corporation counsel Leonard J. Grossman 
further insisted that the city was forced to eliminate these “haven[s] for 
wily sensualists and debauchees,” because they attracted and further-
more produced “mongrel hybrid nondescripts.”41 In an attempt to not 
only counteract such threats of miscegenation but also secure the right 
to reopen their cabaret, the Jewish owners of the Entertainers’ Café of-
fered to “whitewash” their Bronzeville establishment, “prohibit[ing] all 
colored persons from entering the cafe.” Ultimately, however, such Jim 
Crow strategies proved unnecessary. Although a few Bronzeville resorts 
managed to safeguard their continued operation by limiting or banning 
black patrons in the months following Dever’s raids, in some cases, even 
gaining a seal of approval from reform organizations such as the JPA, 
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most of the raided black and tans simply resumed their previous opera-
tions after obtaining legal injunctions against the city. In the case of at 
least two prominent Bronzeville cabarets, however, even these tactics 
fell short of their mark.42

Shortly before Dever’s 1927 rematch against Thompson, Chicago po-
lice arrested both the black proprietor of the Dreamland Café, Virgil 
Williams, and the Jewish owner of the Sunset and Plantation cafés, Joe 
Glaser, on charges of contributing to the delinquency of white teen-
age girls. Throughout the campaign, Dever used these two examples to 
remind white voters of his willingness to crack down on the illicit ac-
tivities which Thompson had allowed to fester in Bronzeville, as well 
as to suggest that a return to Thompson’s mayoral rule would imperil 
the sanctity and purity of white womanhood as never before. “Only a 
few days ago one, Glaser, who runs the Sunset Cabaret was arrested for 
contributing to the delinquency of a fourteen year old school child,” 
Dever exhorted white supporters in an overtly racist stump speech that  
conflated the alleged danger that Jewish men like Glaser posed to white 
females with the supposedly inherent sexual menace of black men. “The 
army of nigger vagrants that haunt every street and every doorway [of 
the Black Belt],” Dever insisted in his very next statement, “is eternally 
on the outlook for white girls.”43

Although such tactics failed to secure Dever’s victory in the March 
election, his rhetoric of a sexualized racial threat probably helped ce-
ment Sunset Café proprietor Joe Glaser’s conviction and “sentence to 
the penitentiary for the rape of a child,” a development which the JPA 
proudly announced in its annual report for 1927. Moreover, when cou-
pled with federal Prohibition agents’ expanded policing of Chicago’s 
illicit nightlife, it made black-and-tan slumming an increasingly less 
desirable indulgence, even under the relatively permissive reign of the 
recently reempowered Thompson administration. In the year following 
the election, federal authorities repeatedly closed the Plantation Club 
and several other popular black and tans, eventually placing the Planta-
tion under permanent federal padlock in February 1928 and prompting 
the Harlem-bound departure of many of the district’s most prominent 
black jazz musicians. In the aftermath of these developments, The Light 
and “Heebie Jeebies,” a black Chicago weekly, noted that only “one 
honest-to-goodness so-called ‘black and tan’ cabaret” still operated 
in the district. Indeed, those slummers who braved the closures and 
rhetorical threats by continuing to undertake slumming excursions to 
Bronzeville increasingly found themselves shuttled into mere “holes in 
the wall,” which The Light’s anonymous rambling columnist reported 
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“ha[d] come out like stars in the evening” since the reelection of Mayor 
Thompson.44

In New York, former Bronzeville musicians like Joe “King” Oliver en-
countered a more lively black-and-tan scene in 1927 and 1928. Yet Har-
lem’s cabarets also faced diminishing white attendance, because federal 
authorities brought the new enforcement techniques they were perfect-
ing in Chicago to New York, and local officials were becoming increas-
ingly alarmed by the growing white presence in the city’s bustling black 
entertainment district. In early 1927, New York’s Committee of Fourteen 
announced that the “morbid curiosity” of white New Yorkers was “being 
capitalized by exploiters of both races” in Harlem at an unprecedented 
pace. Securing funding from the Rockefeller-supported Bureau of Social 
Hygiene to document its suspicions, the committee hired its first full-time 
black investigator, Raymond A. Claymes, to gather evidence in Harlem 
cabarets and buffet flats where the committee’s white investigators either 
were already well known or easily aroused suspicions. From mid-March 
to the end of July 1928, Claymes visited eighty-five mainly white-owned 
and operated black-and-tan speakeasies, in addition to fifty buffet flats 
“operated mostly by negro men or negro women with negro and white 
‘girls’ for negro and white patronage.” During the course of these investi-
gations, the committee claimed that Claymes uncovered rates of prostitu-
tion that were “four or five times as prevalent as in other sections of the 
city,” sparking outrage among both white and black reformers.45

These findings also prompted substantial changes in the regulation 
of slumming venues during New York’s Negro vogue. While not more 
than six Harlem nightspots had been raided, according to Claymes, dur-
ing his four-and-a-half-month investigation, immediately after the pub-
lic release of the committee’s resulting 1928 annual report, the police 
secured warrants against “thirty-five [Harlem] places in one batch.” In 
addition, following the example and recommendation of the committee,  
New York police commissioner Grover A. Whalen agreed to establish 
a “carefully selected and intelligent squad of plain clothes colored po-
licemen” to expedite the gathering of evidence in black establishments.  
The immediate result of these actions was that Harlem’s buffet flats and 
black and tans became subject to more frequent raids by local authorities, 
and New York slummers began to experience the growing discomfort and 
unpredictability that had characterized Chicago’s black-and-tan nightlife 
for nearly two years. At the same time, the apparently increased will-
ingness of federal and local authorities to go after syndicate-connected 
Harlem nightspots further destabilized New York’s Negro vogue. In early 
1929, slummers discovered that such traditionally protected nightspots as 
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the white-owned Swanee Club, where the former “Floradora Girl” Evelyn  
Nesbit served as hostess, were increasingly prone to police harassment.46

Even in the face of such increased policing, the vogue for New York’s 
black-and-tan nightlife maintained most of its spark until the Depres-
sion set in more fully in the early 1930s. Variety reported in mid-October 
1929 that Harlem had “never . . . been more popular,” boasting “11 
class white trade night clubs,” over five hundred “colored cabarets, of 
lower ranks,” and two buffet flats “for every apartment building in the 
black belt.” But by late 1930, no more than four of these major night 
clubs were still operating, and the few slummers who continued to head 
uptown were increasingly ushered into the district’s smaller speakeasies 
and secluded, black-owned buffet flats. In its usual year-end summary 
of the nightlife of 1930, Variety proclaimed in typical slang-filled prose 
that “Harlem with its numerous hot spots no longer offers much in the 
way of opposish [opposition] to the Broadway joints.” This was an ob-
servation confirmed not only by entertainment reporters but also by 
members of the white bohemian crowd who had made Harlem a favored 
slumming destination in earlier years. In a letter to his parents in 1931, 
the writer and former Harlem regular Max Ewing remarked, “Harlem is a 
dead city and I never go there any more. The depression has put an end 
to nearly everything.”47

The Pansy and Lesbian Craze: Greenwich Village, Times Square, 
Towertown, and the Black and Tans of Harlem and Bronzeville

Despite the economic constraints of the Depression, by the early 1930s, 
the last of the great slumming vogues was in full flower. Known as the 
“pansy and lesbian craze,” this vogue created a spectacle of homosexu-
ality and was fueled by the public’s growing curiosity about the many 
lesbians and gay men who began settling in residential enclaves in New 
York and Chicago during the previous decade.48 Part of a broader cultural 
trend in which homosexual characters and topics became surprisingly 
common in popular fiction, theatrical productions, film, and tabloid 
newspapers, the pansy and lesbian craze provided slummers with an occa-
sion to visit some of the nightspots identified with this sizable new urban 
population. From the late 1920s through much of the following decade, 
the cities’ pansy and lesbian cabarets—with their colorful entertain-
ment and plentiful sexual opportunities—became favored destinations 
for thrill-seeking middle- and upper-class whites. Many urbanites saw 
such excursions as little more than a logical extension of their growing  
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familiarity with mass-media representations of homosexuality. In Chi-
cago, for instance, one young woman told a local retailer that she and 
a female friend “decided to go on a sluming [sic] party to one of the 
places” after they “had read of homosexual life in books,” including 
Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928). Their decision to visit the 
Ballyhoo Café, a Near North Side speakeasy popular with both lesbians 
and gay men, mirrored the actions of thousands of their contemporaries 
whose insatiable appetite for novelty provided a ready audience for this 
dazzling but short-lived vogue.49

Because there was no sure and easy way for the average slummer to 
identify residential concentrations of homosexual women and men in 
the neighborhoods of New York and Chicago, this final interwar craze 
carried to its furthest extreme the general progression of slumming from 
a place-oriented activity to an amusement that determined the charac-
ter of the spaces upon which it converged. True, even the most casual 
observer could recognize the presence of extremely feminine men and 
masculine women on neighborhood streets and in other public urban  
spaces. But as the gendered framework of sexuality gave way to the now-
dominant binary of heterosexuality and homosexuality, many affluent 
white pleasure seekers understood that the highly gendered pansies and 
lesbians they encountered in New York and Chicago were but a portion 
of the cities’ homosexual population. With no reliably visible markers 
to help identify the more normatively gendered segments of the cities’ 
burgeoning homosexual communities, slummers turned instead to the 
nightclubs and speakeasies that featured discernibly queer entertainers 
as a way of investigating and incorporating this new urban population 
into their cosmopolitan conception of the city.

Slummers’ participation in the pansy and lesbian craze took them 
over much of the same terrain covered by earlier slumming vogues. 
Their journey led them to queer reincarnations of the ramshackle tea-
rooms and speakeasies that had attracted a previous generation to the 
bohemian thrillage of Greenwich Village and Towertown. It also carried 
them into the remnants of the old Tenderloin—a segment of which had 
been rechristened as Times Square and had become a center of main-
stream commercial amusements in the early 1910s with the emergence 
of the cabaret—as the economic crunch of the early 1930s encouraged 
local impresarios to embrace the pansy and lesbian trend in an effort 
to boost short-term revenues. (To a similar but lesser extent, the same 
conditions applied to the mainstream cabarets of Chicago’s Loop and 
its popular Rush Street entertainment district, the latter of which, as  
bohemia’s eastern boundary, was always little more than a spruced-up  
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extension of Towertown.) Finally, the quest for spectacles of homo-
sexuality took well-to-do whites back to the black-and-tan cabarets of 
Harlem and Bronzeville. Like the mainstream, all-white venues of Times 
Square and the Loop, many of these cabarets employed female imperson-
ators and mannish “bulldaggers” (as lesbians were known in the black 
argot of the day) in an effort to supplement the spectacles of blackness 
and cross-racial sexuality that had long been presented to slummers.

As it turns out, the nightlife venues that slummers frequented during 
this popular slumming craze were for the most part situated in the very 
neighborhoods that lesbians and gay men favored as residential centers. 
In the Village, Towertown, and Times Square, this was the result of the 
districts’ long-standing reputations for sexual unconventionality, as well 
as the presence of numerous neighborhood lodging houses and studio 
apartments, which made it possible for single men and women to live 
apart from their families or in same-sex rooming situations that aroused 
relatively little suspicion among neighbors. As early as the late 1910s, in 
the midst of the vogue for bohemian thrillage, the Village had already ac-
quired a reputation for welcoming, or at least tolerating, women and men 
who sought out sexual and romantic relations with members of the same 
sex. When local artists and radicals began to flee the growing commercial-
ization of the neighborhood, white lesbians and gay men seized upon the 
opportunity to take their place. By the mid-1920s, the district’s queer repu-
tation was firmly cemented, and a popular ditty heard in local tearooms 
boldly proclaimed, “Fairyland’s not far from Washington Square.”50

In Chicago, white lesbians and gay men exploited similar commer-
cial and demographic transformations in bohemian Towertown and the 
surrounding Near North Side rooming-house district. Moving into the 
alleyway studios and “vermilion kitchenette apartment[s]” abandoned 
by local artists, they began to establish a queer residential enclave that 
became visible to outsiders primarily through the local speakeasies that 
sought to capitalize on their presence. During the 1930s, in an unprec-
edented effort to document Towertown’s increasing association with 
homosexual residents, University of Chicago sociologists and their stu-
dents visited local cabarets to gather the life histories of the lesbians and 
gay men whom they encountered there. In the most comprehensive 
of these investigations, including interviews with more than fifty-three 
gay men, graduate student Earle W. Bruce discovered that more than 
two-thirds (thirty-four men) rented rooms or apartments in this section 
of the city, and nearly all the others spent the majority of their leisure 
hours in the public nightspots and private parties that defined the “Near 
North Side homosexual world.”51
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Meanwhile, in New York, where the homosexual population was, 
perhaps, larger than in any other U.S. city during this period, middle-
class gay men began to move into the once-fashionable bachelor apart-
ments and subdivided row houses of the West Forties and Fifties, to the 
north and east of Times Square. The district’s cheap lodging houses, 
transient hotels, and “theatrical boarding houses” also provided hous-
ing for many working-class homosexual men whose employment in the 
scores of hotels, restaurants, and theaters around the square encouraged 
them to settle nearby. While the Village remained the address of choice 
for most New York lesbians during this period, it is likely that they also 
settled near the Square—especially those who worked beside their male 
counterparts in the neighborhood’s public amusements. By 1930, the 
district had acquired enough of a reputation as a public rendezvous for 
“lady lovers” to prompt one theatrical weekly to warn that “seductions 
of this type on Broadway are one of its most serious problems.”52

In Harlem and Bronzeville, the development of a homosexual en-
clave was less a matter of choice than of necessity. Like their hetero-
sexual counterparts, black lesbians and gay men were almost always 
denied entrée into lodging houses and apartments in predominantly 
white residential districts. As a result, they carved out a place for them-
selves within the segregated black worlds of New York and Chicago. 
Because they shared a history of racial discrimination and residential 
segregation with their heterosexual neighbors, black lesbians and gay 
men often experienced a greater level of acceptance, or at least tolera-
tion, in their broader community than white homosexuals did. But in 
the complex, class-integrated black worlds of Harlem and Bronzeville, 
where prominent business leaders and professionals were forced to live 
in close proximity to the most recent migrants from the rural South, 
the level of acceptance shown to lesbians and gay men was often class-
inflected. As evidenced particularly in the gossip columns of local black 
newspapers, the districts’ more prosperous and better-educated residents 
often expressed disdain for the unabashed visibility of black working-
class homosexuals in the public venues and residential quarters of Har-
lem and Bronzeville.53

Though there is a lack of comprehensive data documenting black 
homosexuals’ residential patterns, the columns’ snide remarks provide 
unique insights into the process by which lesbians and gay men staked 
out a place for themselves amid the limited housing options of the 
city’s principal black enclaves. For instance, the surprise that the Chi-
cago Whip’s “Nosey” columnist expressed upon discovering a man at-
tired in a woman’s dressing gown during a visit to a Bronzeville lodging  
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house demonstrates that, as early as 1921, pansies were living quite  
openly in black working-class environments. A catty columnist for New 
York’s Inter-State Tattler suggested that a seemingly more prosperous 
black male couple had been forced to “secretly leas[e] an apartment in 
141st Street” together. Yet even amid Harlem’s more affluent and re-
served residents, it seems likely that these men also experienced some 
degree of toleration, provided they kept their sex lives relatively private, 
in accordance with middle-class notions of proper decorum.54 Although 
the black press seldom commented on the living arrangements of lesbi-
ans, the sociological fieldwork conducted by E. Franklin Frazier during 
the early 1930s suggests that they, too, were a visible—though possi-
bly less tolerated—part of the Bronzeville community. One of Frazier’s 
young female informants pointed out the presence of such women in 
a nearby apartment house, noting that her sister had told her to steer 
clear of the building because it “ain’t nothin’ but for . . . (female homo-
sexuals).”55

The pansy and lesbian craze, however, was premised not on visit-
ing the urban districts inhabited by significant numbers of homosexu-
als but on patronizing those nightspots that specialized in presenting 
queer entertainment for curious onlookers or fellow homosexuals. As 
early as 1925, Variety reported that at least twenty Village tearooms were 
converted to “ ‘temperamental’ resorts,” both to capitalize on the recent 
influx of white lesbians and gay men into the district and to showcase 
the unique spectacle that they provided, in an effort to woo back a sub-
stantial slumming trade from Harlem. For most bohemian entrepreneurs 
and habitués, sociologist Caroline Ware argued in her landmark study 
of the neighborhood, this “passing on from free love to homosexuality” 
constituted merely the latest in a series of “obvious manifestations which 
were successively adopted to mark the outposts of revolt.” In Chicago, 
this transition was made no more evident, perhaps, than by the evolv-
ing list of entertainments presented at the long-running Dill Pickle Club. 
For years the popular tearoom had hosted lectures and debates on such 
explicitly sexual topics as “Buzzing a Broad in Bohemia” and “Capturing 
a Millionaire by One who lost one.” But from the mid-1920s on, these 
events became increasingly queer, featuring a “guy called Theda Bara 
talking about his life as a homosexual,” Elizabeth Davis “read[ing] her pa-
per from Lesbos ‘Will Amazonic Women Usurp Man’s Sphere?’ ” and an 
appearance by attorney William H. Seed and Towertown cabaret owner 
Jack Ryan in a debate entitled, “Shall Society accept Intermediates?”56

By the spring of 1930, as the Depression began to exact its toll on 
commercial leisure, the pansy and lesbian craze moved into the more 
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mainstream nightspots of New York’s Times Square. Acting on the rec-
ommendation of newspaper columnist Mark Hellinger, cabaret propri-
etors Louis and Arkie Schwartz hired one of the Village’s most popular 
female impersonators, Imogene Wilson (who had adopted the name of 
one of the most popular Ziegfeld Follies showgirls), to headline their 
Club Abbey, a popular West 54th Street speakeasy with connections to 
gangster Owney Madden. But when the newly employed entertainer ar-
rived at the Abbey sans drag and calling himself Jean Malin (an Ameri-
canization and feminization of his given name, Victor Eugene James 
Malinovsky), this sharp-witted pansy performer quickly set the trend 
for Broadway entertainment.57 By the end of the year, no fewer than 
six Times Square nightspots cashed in on the queer cachet that Malin 
lent to the district. At the Club Abbey, Malin was joined first by Village 
drag entertainer Francis Dunn, who appeared as Helen Morgan Jr., and 
then by Lestra LaMonte, a female impersonator whose claim to fame 
was his extensive wardrobe of papier-mâché costumes. Owners of the 
nearby Club Calais copied the Abbey’s success, inviting Village person-
alities Jackie Maye and Arthur “Rose” Budd to transport their carefully 
honed female impersonation acts from the cellar dives of the downtown 
district to the opening of this new Broadway nightspot. Similarly, at the 
Coffee Cliff and the Club D’Orsay management hustled to put together 
a passel of relatively unknown drag entertainers, eventually installing 
Chicago radio personality and male impersonator Edna “Eddye” Adams 
as the headline act at the latter cabaret.58

Perhaps the most stunning development occurred when two grand 
dames of female impersonation stepped out of the dimming lights of 
vaudeville to assume their rightful place among the pansy personali-
ties of Times Square’s latest nightlife craze. For a brief period during 
the winter of 1930–31, vaudeville legend Francis Renault brought his 
elaborate gowns and dead-on impersonations to the popular Everglades, 
while the renowned “Creole Fashion Plate,” Karyl Norman, recreated 
his near-perfect illusions of current-day flappers at his newly opened 
Pansy Club at 48th and Broadway. Unlike Renault, who maintained a  
traditional theatrical approach to female impersonation, Norman em-
braced the trend of the times. He named his club so that it clearly sig-
naled the latest slumming craze and surrounded himself with a group of 
“Pansies on Parade.”59

The early 1930s were witness to a similar blossoming of the pansy 
and lesbian craze in Chicago. During this period, “tea shops and bootleg 
joints . . . cater[ing] to lesbians” dotted the Near North Side, drawing 
curious middle-class slummers to, among other places, the Roselle Inn 
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on North Clark Street and the Twelve-Thirty Club on North Clybourn. 
But clubs oriented toward a gay male clientele or featuring flamboyant 
pansy entertainers and female impersonators were far more abundant 
and popular. In December 1930, Variety noted the appearance of “some 
35” Near North Side “pansy parlors” in the space of only six months. 
These “dim lit tea rooms, operated by boys who won’t throw open the 
doors until at least two hours have been spent adjusting the drapes just 
so” featured “waitresses who are lads in gal’s clothing.” Although they 
attracted a reliable patronage from Towertown’s growing homosexual 
population, Variety was far more impressed by the appeal that these 
speakeasies seemed to hold for local slummers. Even a number of Chica-
go’s notorious “gun toting lads,” Variety reported, “are supporting them 
nobly for the laughs.”60

By the end of 1931, the Near North Side was so closely identified with 
the vogue for such entertainments that one New York tabloid warned 
promoters of the city’s upcoming 1933 World’s Fair that they might 
want to think twice before shining “their publicity spotlight on . . . 
[the city’s] bohemian section,” as the “real truth about the near north 
side” might be something that “Chicagoans would [not] like revealed.” 
Despite such warnings, local officials apparently resolved that Chicago’s 
pansy and lesbian nightspots provided a profitable and worthy diver-
sion for the hordes of expected tourists. In anticipation of the fair, enter-
prising businessmen opened a smattering of even more upscale cabarets 
to showcase this latest slumming craze. The arrival of Karyl Norman and 
his protégé Leon LaVerde from New York in February 1932 heralded this 
sea change in Chicago nightlife. “Female impersonations in night life 
here have been confined mostly to the smaller spots on the near North 
Side,” one reviewer noted as Norman staked his claim to a popular Loop 
cabaret located at Clark and Lake streets, “but Norman’s engagement at 
the Kentucky Club is probably a forerunner of this form of entertain-
ment on a large scale.” Indeed, during the run-up to the opening of 
the Century of Progress World’s Fair in 1933, a number of Near North 
Side pansy and lesbian cabarets rose in prominence with the slumming 
crowds, the K-9 Club at 105 East Walton Place foremost among them. 
“During the World’s Fair—1933–34 editions,” the nightlife critic for 
Hearst’s Chicago American recalled, “the K-9 never had a night without a 
capacity crowd, and most evenings, the spot did a sell-out volume from 
opening time until the boys and girls of the show were dismissed for the 
night—’long about 5 a.m.”61

In the face of such extraordinary popularity, and despite strong moral 
reservations about the spectacle on display in such spaces, until the 
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mid-1930s, local authorities permitted the pansy and lesbian resorts of 
Greenwich Village, Times Square, and Towertown to operate relatively 
unimpeded. Their decision to do so was shaped by two principal fac-
tors: first, the absence of a sufficient force of federal agents to take over 
the enforcement of Prohibition regulations that the urban political ma-
chines of New York and Chicago largely ignored, and second, the lack 
of funds to subsidize any sustained regulatory campaigns by the cities’ 
private anti-vice organizations. When a concerned New Yorker lodged a 
complaint in 1931 about the growing presence of homosexuals in local 
nightclubs, including the employment of “so-called ‘Pansies’ as masters 
of ceremonies,” the Committee of Fourteen regretfully responded that 
“there seemed to be nothing to do about it.” The police usually would 
not intervene in such operations, the organization’s secretary reported, 
because the clubs “kept just within the law.” Ultimately, however, it 
was the economic crisis of the Depression that spelled the end for the 
city’s once illustrious Committee of Fourteen. Acknowledging its grow-
ing inability to raise funds or control the city’s increasingly sexualized 
public amusements and popular culture, the committee closed its doors 
for good in 1932 (although not before mounting a last-ditch fundraising 
effort that highlighted the supposed dangers associated with the city’s 
lesbian and pansy cabarets).62

Yet as historian George Chauncey shows, by the mid-1930s, the loss of 
the committee’s leadership in the policing of urban nightlife and moral-
ity was more than offset by the repeal of Prohibition. Almost counterin-
tuitively, Repeal ushered in an era of increased surveillance and control, 
reinvigorating the state’s power to police urban sexuality through the 
passage of new liquor regulations that effectively outlawed the presence 
of homosexuals, prostitutes, gamblers, and other “undesirables” in the 
taverns of New York. Under the enforcement of the State Liquor Au-
thority (SLA), these regulations sounded an ultimate death knell for the 
pansy and lesbian revues that once dominated Times Square. In July 
1936, the last remaining survivor—the Club Richman, featuring Jack 
Mason’s female impersonator revue—was unceremoniously shuttered. 
Announcing the closure of the cabaret, SLA Chairman Henry E. Bruck-
man cited “an investigation by State inspectors and the police [which] 
disclosed criminals congregating on the premises, the sale of liquor 
during prohibited hours and other violations.” In due course, these 
“criminals” were revealed to be the club’s drag entertainers and homo-
sexual patrons, an allegation which the club’s owner Morris Eisbrouch 
challenged unsuccessfully in court by insisting that “the police had no 
right to stop men from dressing as women and that if the police charges 
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against the nitery were at all true they should have caused arrests when 
they investigated the club last October.”63

In Chicago, where city and state officials fought over which govern-
mental body should regulate liquor sales and where anti-vice organiza-
tions still held considerable sway, the Towertown version of the pansy 
and lesbian craze met its ultimate demise in a manner more closely resem-
bling the end of previous slumming vogues. Throughout the Century of 
Progress World’s Fair in 1933–34, social reformers vigorously protested 
what they perceived to be the exposition’s corrupting influence on local 
nightlife and, by association, on the morals of Chicago’s youth. “Dur-
ing the months of a Century of Progress,” the JPA indignantly reported 
at the fair’s conclusion, “several saloon-taverns ‘amused’ their patrons 
with spectacles of perversion . . . includ[ing] not only ‘impersonators’ 
in the floor shows, but also ‘male hostesses’ employed to sit and drink 
with patrons.” While municipal officials chose to ignore these lapses 
in morality and decorum during the fair’s two-year run, allowing the 
city’s Depression-era economy to benefit from the increased revenues 
that such sexualized entertainment generated, they took an increasingly 
less obliging stance toward these amusements upon the closure of the 
exposition in the fall of 1934.64

As the tourist trade dried up, Mayor Edward J. Kelly gave in to reform-
ers’ demands to clean up Chicago’s nightlife.65 In December 1934, in a 
move that coincided with his decision to run for election to the seat he 
had assumed after Mayor Anton J. Cermak’s 1933 assassination, Kelly 
launched an aggressive campaign to rid the city’s cabarets and theaters 
of both striptease acts and male and female impersonators. Several bur-
lesque theaters and Near North Side nightclubs quickly fell victim to 
his purge of fan dancers, but Chicago’s queer nightlife took the hard-
est hit. By early 1935, pansy and lesbian entertainment was virtually 
eradicated from the city’s Near North Side. Both the K-9 Club, “known 
throughout the midwest for its femme impersonators,” and the Bally-
hoo Café, which featured campier female and male impersonation, were 
padlocked by police “on charges of bawdiness,” shutting slummers and 
queer patrons alike out of the city’s two most popular pansy venues. Les-
bian nightlife also suffered a major setback when two nightspots popular 
with both mannish women and heterosexuals—the Twelve-Thirty Club 
and the Roselle Inn—were shut down as part of the mayor’s attack on 
“night clubs catering to women who prefer men’s attire.” Calling these 
cabarets “a disgrace to any city,” Mayor Kelly vowed to purge Chicago 
of “every joint of such character” and announced that he would insist 
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that the city council pass “an ordinance forbidding the impersonation 
of one sex by the opposite sex on any stage or place of amusement in 
the city of Chicago.”66

Despite the virtual eradication of pansy and lesbian venues that such  
crackdowns brought to Towertown, Times Square, and the Village, the 
pansy and lesbian craze of Chicago and New York managed to sur-
vive this stepped-up policing, at least temporarily, by relocating to the 
black entertainment districts of Bronzeville and Harlem. In some in-
stances, this relocation was literal, as white lesbian and pansy entertain-
ers and entrepreneurs set up shop in the cities’ black neighborhoods, 
performing in racially mixed cabaret revues and organizing drag balls 
in the districts’ more permissive dance halls. But as increasing num-
bers of affluent white slummers began to make their way to Harlem 
and Bronzeville to partake of such amusements, the pansy and lesbian 
craze took on a distinctively brown hue. Simultaneously revitalizing  
the “Negro vogue” and capitalizing on slummers’ ongoing fascination  
with queer amusements, black lesbian performers and female imper-
sonators—including Gladys Bentley, the Sepia Gloria Swanson, and the  
Sepia Mae West—became the headline attractions in a renewed rage for 
things homosexual.

This “darkening” of the pansy and lesbian craze built on nearly a 
decade of similar entertainments in Harlem and Bronzeville that ca-
tered more to a local audience than to the handful of adventurous white 
slummers they attracted. Central among these were the districts’ popu-
lar masquerades. By the late 1920s and well into the 1930s, Harlem’s 
renowned annual Hamilton Lodge Ball and the interracial drags held at 
Chicago’s Coliseum Annex drew even more white participants and ob-
servers than blacks. But during the early- to mid-1920s, they were largely 
community affairs.67 The same held true for the small local speakeas-
ies that introduced pansy and lesbian acts to Bronzeville and Harlem. 
When the Sepia Gloria Swanson (née Walter Winston), a prize winner at 
several Chicago drag balls, became a “permanent fixture” in his “net and 
sequin evening gowns” at the Book Store in 1928, nary a white slummer 
could be found. Only after he transferred his act to the nearby Pleasure 
Inn the following spring, making James H. Pleasure’s cabaret “one of 
the town’s chief spots of interest for those who don’t care what,” did he 
begin to entice a smattering of adventurous white thrill seekers.68 Like-
wise, the earliest Harlem ventures of the “huge, voluptuous, chocolate 
colored” Gladys Bentley, who began performing in a tuxedo and top hat 
at Hansberry’s Clam House in 1929, attracted only the most daring and  
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jaded white slummers (figure 10). When she moved to the eponymous 
Gladys’ Exclusive Club in 1931, Bentley’s white following expanded  
significantly, but it was still meager compared to the crowds she would 
draw later in the decade.69

Only after the repeal of Prohibition did the pansy and lesbian craze 
definitively relocate to Harlem and Bronzeville, bringing with it the 
throngs of affluent slummers who still could not get enough of the ho-
mosexual spectacle, and prompting local entrepreneurs to open a series 
of upscale black and tans designed specifically to showcase queer black 
entertainment. Moving from Bronzeville to Harlem in the summer of 
1933, the Sepia Gloria Swanson was soon ensconced as the headliner 
at one of these new cabarets (the black-owned Theatrical Grill on West 
134th Street), where he dazzled appreciative audiences with a host of 
ribald ditties, including his roof-raising rendition of “I’m a Big Fat Mama 
With the Meat Shaking on My Bones.”70 The following spring, he was 
joined by Gladys Bentley, as she returned from a short downtown en-
gagement to recapture the Harlem spotlight at the opening of the lav-

10      While this humorous 1932 map of Harlem nightclubs, drawn by African American illustra-
tor E. Simms Campbell, included a number of uptown staples, such as the Cotton Club, 
Connie’s Inn and Small’s Paradise, it also highlighted the district’s embrace of the pansy 
and lesbian craze during the early 1930s. Tuxedoed Gladys Bentley, the headliner at The 
Clam House, is featured prominently, as are a number of other Harlem speakeasies that 
attracted a queer clientele or provided queer entertainment for slumming audiences— 
including Dickie Wells’s Theatrical Grill, where the Sepia Gloria Swanson held court; the Log 
Cabin, which was popular with Harlem’s pansy and lesbian crowd; and the Club Hot-Cha, 
which gained a reputation, according to one Broadway tabloid, for being “ultra-lavender.”
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ish Ubangi Club. Here, according to one fan, “Gladys toned her songs 
down somewhat” so that they were simply “risqué,” but accompanied 
by a chorus line of “six gentlemen with a dash of lavender,” her act was 
more unquestionably queer than ever.71 Yet Swanson and Bentley were 
only the two most prominent among scores of black queer acts that cap-
tivated Harlem residents and slummers during the mid-1930s.

In 1934 alone, entertainers ranging from Swanson and Bentley to the 
lesbian comedian Jackie (later “Moms”) Mabley, the male impersonator 
Lillian Brown, and the Sepia Clara Bow and his Fairyland Revue made al-
most monthly appearances on the stages of Harlem’s vaudeville theaters. 
Such theatrical spectacles paled, however, in comparison to the number  
of similar acts, including the female impersonators Clarenz (née Clarence 
Henderson), “Daisy Navarro,” and the Sepia Mae West (née Dick Barrow), 
who joined these entertainers to perform in local cabarets, such as the 101 
Ranch, the Rosebud, and Small’s Paradise.72 In the spring of 1935, the vio-
lence of Harlem’s race riot cast a decided chill over the district’s nightlife, 
but not even this could deter the most dedicated slummers from making 
the trip uptown.73 Throughout 1936, that bastion of metropolitan taste 
known as The New Yorker listed the Ubangi Club starring Gladys Bentley 
as a favored after-theater hot spot in its “Goings On About Town” column 
(a designation that had previously been afforded to only two other Har-
lem cabarets, the Cotton Club and Connie’s Inn). Even as late as 1937, 
Harlem’s queer entertainment was prominent and profitable enough for 
a study of the local business economy to remark that “The men who look 
and act like women have about reached a state of respectability, for com-
mercial purposes, at any rate. They are featured entertainers in many of the 
night clubs and are clamored for on the programs of societies. People come 
from hundreds of miles for the annual ‘pansie’ [sic] or ‘fairy’ ball.”74

Yet by the spring of 1937, Harlem’s pansy and lesbian craze had largely  
run its course. In sporadic raids over a period of nearly three years, lo-
cal authorities picked off the district’s popular queer nightspots one by  
one, citing them for violations of the state’s new liquor code or for per-
mitting cross-dressed entertainment, despite municipal authorities’ ban 
on the same. Not even the famed Ubangi Club was immune to this in-
creased regulation. Although maintaining the tuxedoed Gladys Bentley 
as their headline act, in February 1935 management bowed to police 
demands that they replace the club’s popular pansy chorus line with a 
bevy of beautiful chorines. “At last it’s happened!” New York Age enter-
tainment columnist Lou Layne exclaimed upon hearing the news. “This 
week the Ubangi goes normal.” However, the final death knell for Har-
lem’s pansy and lesbian craze did not sound for at least two more years, 
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when the Ubangi Club’s liquor and entertainment licenses were revoked 
in April 1937—not because of the cabaret’s association with homosexual 
patrons and entertainers, but for the much more easily proved violation 
of selling liquor during prohibited hours early one Sunday morning.75 
Coupled with the personal calamities of two of Harlem’s most popu-
lar female impersonators—the March 1936 suicide of the twenty-six-
year-old Clarenz and the repeated hospitalization of the Sepia Gloria 
Swanson from late 1936 until his death in 1940 at age thirty-three—the 
Ubangi Club’s closure signaled the end of an era.76 As late as December 
1938, a handful of “ ‘high-voiced’ entertainers” continued to perform at 
the Brittwood, but by the following spring even the annual Hamilton 
Lodge Ball met its ultimate demise, unable to secure the necessary per-
mits from the municipal government despite months of planning.77

In Bronzeville, however, the craze persisted. From its quiet begin-
nings in late 1933, when the Sepia Mae West and the Sepia Peggy Hop-
kins Joyce (née Sam Fouchee) began performing at the 7–11 Club on 
the corner of 31st Street and Indiana Avenue, the district’s reputation 
for pansy and lesbian entertainment only intensified over the course 
of the following decade. During the summer of 1934, enterprising lo-
cal businessmen opened a number of new black and tans designed spe-
cifically to take advantage both of the city’s newfound fascination with 
homosexuality and of Bronzeville’s unbeatable location at the southern 
perimeter of the Century of Progress fairgrounds. At the newly estab-
lished Annex Buffet, the Sepia Mae West soon lived up to his chosen 
persona, “Doin’ ‘Em Wrong in Her Own Musical Revue, ‘The Gay Nine-
ties.’ ” Similar female impersonation acts drew still more slummers to 
“Big” Nat Ivy’s nearby Cozy Cabin Club, where the floorshow featured 
the blues stylings of Luzetta Hall, the soubrette act of “Joan Crawford” 
(née George Manus), and “Gilda Gray’s” rousing impersonation of the 
fan dance made famous by Sally Rand at the nearby world’s fair. In-
corporating gay argot in his local newspaper advertisements, Ivy even 
suggested that a visit to this popular black and tan was an essential part 
of Chicago’s nightlife experience. “When you have seen our Floor Show 
and ‘camped’ in the Cozy Cabin Club,” the ads told potential patrons, 
“you have seen Chicago at its Best.”78

When Mayor Kelly clamped down on the pansy and lesbian craze 
on Chicago’s Near North Side in late 1934 and early 1935, Bronzeville’s 
version of this popular slumming vogue continued to thrive. After pro-
ducing the Annex Café’s elaborate spring “Easter Parade,” the Sepia Mae 
West crossed over to the local competition, joining Nat Ivy at his re-
newed Cabin Inn (now minus the “Cozy”) when it relocated to a more 
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esteemed State Street address. Even the prominent Club DeLisa got in on 
the act that summer, featuring the drag stylings of Valda Gray, as did the 
newly opened DeLuxe Café, located just a few short blocks up the State 
Street Stroll. Responding, perhaps, to the flurry of white slummers who 
headed south to partake of such amusements (especially after their evic-
tion from Towertown), in late October 1935 local authorities launched 
a campaign to clean up the city’s popular black and tans. According to 
a story released by the Associated Negro Press, when police raided the 
DeLuxe Café and the Cabin Inn, they “ordered the impersonators to 
‘either put on pants or go to jail with the management.’ ” At the Cabin 
Inn, the entertainers apparently followed orders, and those patrons who 
had not been scared off by the raid “were treated to the unusual sight of 
impersonators wearing genuine male dress.” Within a week, both resorts 
resumed normal operations, allegedly bribing their way out of their legal 
difficulties, but only the Cabin Inn remounted its queer-oriented floor-
show. Yet in early December, the police descended on Bronzeville once 
again, ordering the popular Club DeLisa to terminate Sam Fouchee’s per-
formance as Peggy Hopkins Joyce and citing the Cabin Inn for staging a  
floorshow that violated its entertainment license.79

While this crackdown effectively drove both the Club DeLisa and 
the Deluxe Café out of the queer entertainment business—and encour-
aged the Sepia Mae West to accept a yearlong series of engagements in 
Los Angeles—it by no means spelled the end of the pansy and lesbian 
craze in Bronzeville. By the autumn of 1936, the Cabin Inn resumed 
its position as the city’s premier slumming destination, this time with 
Valda Gray at the helm of its elaborate productions.80 When University 
of Chicago graduate student Conrad Bentzen visited the popular black 
and tan in March 1938, he reported, “Every night we find the place 
crowded with both races, the black and the white, [and] both types 
of lovers, the homo and the hetro [sic].” Indeed, the Cabin Inn and 
its performers became such a visible and accepted part of Bronzeville 
nightlife that even the rather conservative Chicago Defender asked them 
to perform at its annual Christmas benefit shows throughout the late 
1930s. Chicago health officials likewise acknowledged their presence 
and importance in the Bronzeville entertainment and sex economy, 
targeting the Cabin Inn’s “painted boys” along with the female pros-
titutes working out of other local cabarets, to receive questionnaires, 
free blood tests, and treatment as part of the city’s intensive campaign 
against syphilis during the late 1930s.81 In early 1938, no fewer than 
four additional Bronzeville cabarets got in on the popular pansy and 
lesbian craze, including the popular Swingland Café, where the “curvy 
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male impersonator” Gladys Bentley played a short engagement on her 
way to the West Coast.82

Yet by decade’s end, this last slumming vogue had largely run its 
course. The Cabin Inn closed its doors in early 1940, and Dickie “Mae 
West” Barrow began to play it as straight as it was possible for him to do 
as the emcee of variety performances in local cabarets. During the war, 
Valda Gray’s elaborate drag productions would reemerge a bit further 
south in Bronzeville at Joe’s DeLuxe Café (6323 South Parkway), but this 
time when the “girls” got together, they were performing primarily for a 
local audience. The slumming trade had largely disappeared.83

The advent of new liquor licensing following the repeal of Prohibition 
combined with the outbreak of the Second World War to achieve what 
evangelical Protestant reformers, private anti-vice organizations, may-
ors, and municipal police departments had been unable to accomplish 
for the previous half century: the virtual elimination of the popular 
amusement known to Americans by the rather peculiar appellation 
of slumming. Notwithstanding this rather definitive development, the 
regulation of the social, sexual, and urban transformations associated 
with each of the four successive slumming vogues had, to a significant 
extent, already been enacted by the slummers themselves. Rather than 
simply running amok in the cities’ red-light resorts or bohemian tea-
rooms, in their colorful black and tans or fanciful queer cabarets, white 
pleasure seekers usually shouldered the responsibility of policing the re-
configuration of social and sexual boundaries. Whether emulating the 
risqué behaviors they associated with the women and men they encoun-
tered in slumming venues or naturalizing their own changing concep-
tions of sexual and racial norms in relation to the sexual “perversions” 
and racialized “defects” they attributed to the objects of their observa-
tion, slummers seemed focused only on pursuing immediate pleasures 
and satisfying personal curiosities. Yet taken collectively, their actions 
helped shape American ideas about race and sexuality in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.

At a crucial historical moment when previously gendered notions of 
sexual normativity were slowly giving way to the now-dominant hetero/
homo sexual binary and when the Great Migration of Southern blacks 
shifted the earlier racialized landscape of immigrant-filled northern U.S. 
cities along an increasingly black/white axis, slumming provided a means 
to translate these transformations into mass cultural forms, grounding 
them in specific urban spaces and behaviors. It is to this everyday process 
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of racial and sexual negotiation that I now turn, closely examining the 
shifting popular conceptualizations of race and sexuality that took shape 
within the context of an emerging commercialized leisure industry and 
the popularization of four distinct slumming vogues in the cities of Chi-
cago and New York in a period ranging from the mid-1880s until the 
outbreak of the Second World War.





P a r t  t w o

The Changing  
Conceptualization of  
Sexuality and Race in the 
Slumming Vogues of  
Chicago and New York





101

n

N

t H r E E

Adventures in the Slums 
and Red-Light Districts

As the first chapter demonstrated, the earliest wave of slum-
ming expeditions in Chicago and New York focused prima-
rily on their immigrant and working-class neighborhoods— 
especially those that were coincident with the cities’ more 
renowned red-light districts and inhabited by their least as-
similated populations. The so-called new immigrants from 
southern and eastern Europe, who were arriving in unprec-
edented numbers at the turn of the century, proved a particu-
lar source of fascination for affluent white thrill seekers, as did 
the smaller but substantial populations of blacks and Chinese 
immigrants who resided in many of the same neighborhoods. 
Slummers were also captivated by the districts’ dance halls, 
opium dens, and black-and-tan resorts—both because of their 
unabashed association with illicit sex and because of the en-
trée such spaces provided to the new realm of commercialized 
public leisure. These competing but often complementary 
attractions not only prompted well-to-do whites to think of 
their excursions into Chicago’s Levee district and the Bowery 
and Tenderloin of New York in increasingly racialized and 
sexualized terms, but also created popular venues where the 
formation of modern racial and sexual hierarchies could be 
concurrently visualized and intimately experienced.

Because the neighborhoods that slummers visited were 
commonly associated with prostitution, casual sex, and sex-
ual spectacle, they provided affluent whites with an opportu-
nity to explore new social and sexual terrain. The more adven-
turous among these urban thrill seekers actively participated  
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in the sexual culture of the districts’ immigrant and working-class resorts. 
But many others simply observed the antics that took place in these spaces  
or exploited the anonymity they provided to become more publicly in-
timate with middle-class dates. Whatever the case, slummers’ excursions 
into the cities’ red-light districts challenged Victorian notions of social 
and sexual reserve by broadening the categories of leisure and sexual be-
havior considered acceptable for elite whites and simultaneously blurring 
the boundary that ordinarily separated white middle-class respectability 
from the so-called moral improprieties of the working class.

Even as the sexual mechanics of slumming threatened to undermine 
the social and moral standing of well-to-do whites, however, the racial 
dynamics of this popular pastime usually served to reestablish their rank 
and respectability. Whether inhabited by Chinese immigrants and blacks  
(whose “racial difference” was usually apparent to even the most casual  
observer) or by southern and eastern European immigrants (whose pop-
ular racialization was a complicated matter that went well beyond the 
mere color of skin), the neighborhoods that slummers visited were those 
that were most clearly marked as nonwhite. As such, these spaces pro-
vided white pleasure seekers with an opportunity to shore up their po-
sition atop the American racial hierarchy by contrasting any perceived 
improprieties in their social and sexual activities with the less “civilized” 
behaviors of the racialized objects of their amusement. That is, slumming 
excursions refashioned popular conceptions of race and sexuality in a re-
ciprocal manner that reinforced white middle-class sexual propriety and 
social respectability by casting racialized immigrant and working-class 
groups as “primitive,” highly sexed populations.

The women and men who found themselves on the receiving end of 
this practice did not always take kindly to the primitivism that slum-
ming reified. Nor were they generally pleased by the seemingly constant 
traffic of outsiders that surged through neighborhood streets and into 
local restaurants, dance halls, and shops. In the Bowery, the Tenderloin, 
Chinatown, and the Levee, residents regularly resisted slummers’ incur-
sions, forbidding them entrance to the districts’ tenements and resorts 
and simply taunting them on the streets. Yet because there was sig-
nificant money to be made from affluent white pleasure seekers, many 
immigrant and working-class saloonkeepers and restaurateurs chose to 
overlook the more derogatory aspects of slumming, focusing instead on 
its potentially positive economic effects. Even some of those residents 
who did not profit directly from the slumming trade also found reasons 
to tolerate its existence. For whether slummers set out to participate in 
the rough-and-tumble environs of working-class amusements or to refine 
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them, to investigate social conditions or to regulate them, the insatiable 
drive of these well-to-do white pleasure seekers to cross the neighbor-
hood boundaries that separated their daily lives from the urban poor 
clearly seemed preferable to the rising nativist tide that was beginning to 
wash over turn-of-the-century U.S. cities.

From Benevolence to Amusement: The Making of “Slummers”

Since its initial coinage in the mid-1880s, the word slumming has al-
ways implied some sense of venturing not only beneath one’s own social 
standing but also beyond the parameters of one’s local neighborhood. 
Well-to-do white women and men were said to “go slumming” whenever 
they left behind the safety of their own relatively segregated residential 
districts to journey into the older, more dilapidated working-class sec-
tions of Chicago and New York. But the appeal of slumming was never 
simply a matter of crossing the social and geographic boundaries that 
separated “respectable” white urbanites from their new immigrant and 
working-class neighbors; it was also a matter of balancing pleasure and 
danger.

For nearly thirty years, this balance was secured in large part by the 
wide array of social and cultural activities—ranging from benevolence 
and social reform to sociological inquiry and, increasingly, the mere 
pursuit of amusement—that operated under the general rubric of slum-
ming. As the participants in these various activities jostled each other 
to observe how the other half lived and played in the cities’ slums and 
red-light districts, they revealed much about the changing conception 
of white middle-class social and sexual propriety and respectability. But 
they also contributed to the emerging practice of using such interac-
tions, simultaneously, as cover for social and sexual experimentation 
and as the foil against which particular notions of sexual respectabil-
ity could be naturalized vis-à-vis the perceived improprieties of slum 
dwellers. The red-light excursions of these competing constituencies—
whether ministers and members of evangelical Protestant organizations, 
urban reformers and sociologists, or still more casual and trendy thrill 
seekers—reinforced the overarching process of emulation and differen-
tiation that characterized turn-of-the-century slumming, yet they also 
necessarily undermined it. Although each of the different groups of 
slummers generated its own unique set of social and sexual compari-
sons, taken together, they inevitably revealed the absence of any clear 
notion of white middle-class social and sexual norms.
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The white evangelical Protestants who journeyed into the slums and 
red-light districts of late-nineteenth-century Chicago and New York con-
stituted, perhaps, the most visible and self-assured slummers of their day. 
Dressed in dour clothes of black or gray, with religious tracts and Bibles 
in hand, they approached their slumming expeditions with a sense of 
rectitude so intense that it prompted them to evangelize even as they 
established themselves as moral arbiters of everyday urban life. The more 
stalwart of these self-appointed judges routinely castigated the cities’ 
middle- and upper-class whites for partaking of the extravagances and  
immoral dalliances associated with midnight pleasure trips to the slums. 
But for the most part, this group of exceedingly pious white women and  
men directed its zealotry toward saving the souls of the urban poor.  
Whether converting the “heathen” Chinese, Jewish, or Catholic immi-
grants who had taken up residence in the cities’ slums or “rescuing” the  
“fallen women” who plied their trade in the brothels and streets, by the 
early 1890s, according to one New York observer, these “little bands of 
missionaries . . . of whom the majority are nearly always women” were 
fast becoming “familiar sights to the police and night loungers of the 
Chinese district and elsewhere in the slums.” In Chicago’s Levee, evan-
gelists from the local Midnight Mission further increased their visibility 
by delivering late-night sermons and distributing religious tracts on the 
doorsteps of the district’s more infamous resorts (figure 11). Even attend-
ees at national conventions of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
and other religiously oriented reform organizations regularly joined the 
cause, arranging their own excursions through the Levee. When partici-
pants at the annual meeting of the National Purity Federation held “an 
impromptu revival service on the floor of Freiberg’s notorious dance hall” 
in the fall of 1906, the Chicago Tribune proclaimed it “the most pictur-
esque ‘slumming tour’ denizens of the levee have ever witnessed.”1

Sociology and divinity students from Yale, Columbia, the University 
of Chicago, and other institutions of higher learning also made regular 
tours of the slums and red-light districts of New York and Chicago. Taught 
to avoid taking any moral stance on the goings-on that they observed on 
these excursions, students were encouraged instead to “enlarg[e] their 
sociological knowledge by examining various institutions” that catered 
to the cities’ immigrant and working classes. Under the guidance of es-
teemed members of Yale’s sociology faculty, beginning in the late 1890s, 
groups of twenty to seventy undergraduates undertook annual spring 
visits to New York’s Bowery for such educational purposes. After lodg-
ing overnight at the Mills Hotel for transient men on Bleecker Street, 
the students toured local settlement houses, the city prisons, and the 
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state asylum on Ward’s Island. During the May 1906 excursion, the New 
York Times reported, Professor William B. Bailey’s class also “passed a 
few hours studying the noodle industry in Stanton Street, the effects of 
tenement life upon the Italian temperament, and the naturally demoral-
izing influence of [the] saloon environment in the Bowery.” Inevitably, 
the annual tours of these academic slummers culminated in a visit to the 
chop suey restaurants, opium joints, and lowdown resorts of Chinatown, 
where they were said to witness “‘rag-time’ ball[s]” and “the horrors of 
underground China.” But Professor Bailey instructed his charges that “it 
is with no morbid curiosity that you must look at these things, but rather 
with the feeling, though it may be one of aversion, that here we uplift 
the mirror of distorted nature and read the truth.”2

As the amusement of slumming became more and more popular with 
affluent white New Yorkers and Chicagoans, the activities of religious, 
sociological, and reform organizations became increasingly indistin-
guishable from those of thrill seekers visiting these same neighborhoods. 
College students’ sociological expeditions, in particular, elicited skepti-
cism and occasional mockery for being little more than pleasure trips  

11      the reverend Ernest a. Bell led a series of evangelical Protestant prayer services outside 
popular Levee resorts during the early 1900s. along with fellow missionaries from the 
Midnight Mission, located at 2136 armour avenue, Bell sought to provide Christian  
charity and spiritual guidance to the district’s prostitutes and immigrant residents. Public 
rallies such as these eventually became part of the spectacle that slummers expected to  
encounter. (reprinted from Clifford G. roe, The Great War on White Slavery; or Fighting 
for the Protection of Our Girls [Clifford G. roe & B.S. Steadwell, 1911]. Collection of the 
author.)
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masquerading under the thinnest of academic veneers. The New York 
Times lampooned one Yale student’s “expressed . . . desire to study the 
effect of diluted liquor at a certain place, that he might make an ex-
haustive report on the same” to his professor. Theatrical critic Alexander 
Woolcott likewise recalled with wry humor the prevalence with which 
“Nigger Mike’s” Chinatown resort appeared “in the hidden notebooks 
of those Columbia students where it was prominently mentioned as an 
excellent laboratory for those extra-curriculum studies in sociology not 
required by [university president] Nicholas Murray Butler.” But youthful 
undergraduates were by no means the only subjects of such indictments. 
Critics also accused the clergy and professional social workers of crossing 
the boundaries of respectability on occasion by descending to the level 
of casual thrill seekers as they investigated urban red-light districts and  
slums.3

Newspapermen began to question and ridicule the motives and tac-
tics of evangelical reformers as early as 1892, when the Reverend Charles 
H. Parkhurst undertook his infamous undercover investigation of the il-
licit activities that Tammany Hall allowed to flourish in late-nineteenth- 
century New York. After witnessing a “French Circus” on West Fourth 
Street and visiting the Golden Rule Pleasure Club on West Third, where 
male visitors were solicited by a “youth, whose face was painted, eye-brows 
blackened, and whose airs were those of a young girl,” Parkhurst indig-
nantly railed against municipal corruption. But his later admission that he 
had “sip[ped] at a glass of beer” in Hattie Adams’s Tenderloin resort while 
watching his hired male guide engage in a “celebrated ‘leap-frog’ episode” 
with naked women quickly elicited accusations of having stooped to the 
level of an inordinately notorious sinner in a misguided effort to conquer 
the very same sin. “The fact that any sum of money was offered and paid 
to bring about such an immoral and disgusting performance is not to the 
credit of the over-zealous friends of morality,” the Washington Post edito-
rialized in April 1892, “and it will not be at all strange if it is discovered 
that the doctor has seriously injured the cause he is seeking to serve.” The 
author of a fictionalized guide to the resorts of Chicago’s Levee district, 
Side Lights on Darkest Chicago (1899), similarly argued that such tactics 
were both morally questionable and usually counterproductive. “Your 
professional preacher slummer does nothing to relieve the misfortune” 
of the residents of the red-light district, P. J. Duff insisted. “Rather, the 
spasmodic raids of a leap frog Parkhurst into the scarlet houses of the 
demi-monde tends to excite the passions of the morbid.”4

By the early twentieth century, such public questioning of the efficacy 
of slumming for achieving moral uplift or social reform became even 
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more pronounced as a steadily expanding number of self-proclaimed 
reformers appeared to further blur the boundary that supposedly sepa-
rated benevolence from amusement. In one particularly notorious in-
cident, the curate of St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church in New York was 
arrested in March 1907 by two undercover police detectives who had 
watched him, dressed in ordinary civilian clothes, “accompany a mu-
latto girl whom he met in Seventh Avenue . . . to a house near by.” Con-
vinced that the curate’s visit was prompted by the same desires that led 
most men to participate in such interactions, especially after overhear-
ing his protests that the young woman was trying to rob him, the detec-
tives were adamant that the minister was nothing more than a common 
john. But when he appeared before a local magistrate and in the pres-
ence of his loyal wife, the clergyman successfully defended himself by 
insisting that he had been drawn to the Tenderloin only by “a desire 
to study sociology.” Similar claims met with even more incredulity in  
Chicago. When several prominent associates of Jane Addams’s Hull 
House were arrested in a raid on a Levee resort in 1912, their plea that 
they were merely “investigating vice conditions” initially held little 
sway with local coppers. “That’s what they all say,” the arresting detec-
tive replied. “Hand that ‘con’ to the sergeant. You’ll have to wait for the 
wagon.”5

While the profusion of “reformers” investigating the conditions of 
the cities’ slums and red-light districts provided ready cover for any thrill 
seeker who chose to invoke them, affluent white men went slumming 
on a variety of pretexts. Muckraking journalists and novelists, includ-
ing Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Hutchins Hapgood, George Ade, 
and Josiah Flynt, sometimes justified their trips through the tenements, 
streets, and dance halls of the Bowery, the Tenderloin, and the Levee by 
claiming that their excursions were motivated by nothing more than 
the desire to gather material for well-meaning newspaper articles or ar-
tistically crafted novels exposing the detriments of urban poverty and 
immorality. Actors and writers similarly defended their decisions to par-
take of an occasional toke from the pipe during visits to Chinatown  
opium dens by insisting, as New Yorker James L. Ford did, that such in-
dulgences provided for them opportunities to master the slang of the 
“bunco-steerers, gamblers, prostitutes, ‘con’ men and thieves” for use in 
later stage performances and publications.6

From the early 1890s through the mid-1910s, however, the patronage 
of well-heeled white men in the red-light resorts of Chicago and New 
York was so widespread that they rarely bothered to offer any excuse 
for their presence in the districts. Religious enthusiasts and sociologists 
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alike lamented the presence of “young men . . . from banks, offices, 
stores, factories, schools and colleges, . . . many of them to our positive 
knowledge from rich and honored homes on the boulevards and in the 
suburbs,” in the notorious resorts of Chicago’s Levee. Nor were urban 
and suburban residents the only men to partake of such revelry. In his 
1894 exposé of moral conditions in Chicago, William T. Stead noted 
that the city’s largest wholesale houses routinely employed guides to 
escort their “country customers” around “the sights of the town” when 
they came to make their purchases. Conventioneers were also “irresist-
ibly drawn, if only by curiosity” to the red-light districts of New York 
and Chicago. “When the Shriners . . . held a convention here,” Chicago 
reformer Ernest A. Bell remarked, “their red fezzes and Arabian symbols 
were seen by the hundred in the ‘levee’ towards midnight.”7

Acknowledging the nearly universal embrace of slumming by well-
to-do white men in both New York and Chicago, evangelical ministers 
and urban reformers adopted a range of scare tactics designed to dis-
courage male pleasure seekers from visiting the cities’ red-light districts 
and slums. First, they appealed to the men’s sense of physical safety 
and financial security, emphasizing the dangers that were said to lurk in 
the regions’ dark alleyways—from the female prostitutes whose seduc-
tive powers often served as a ruse for lifting watches and wallets to the 
urban ruffians who were believed to relish violence as much as burglary. 
But when guidebooks to both cities refuted such scenarios by suggesting 
that, as long as a man left his “silk hat, diamond studs and kid gloves” 
at home, he could travel almost anywhere he chose “without worry-
ing himself a particle as to his safety,” reformers changed tactics. They 
focused instead on the dangers that men’s visits to the dives and dance 
halls of the cities’ red-light districts posed to morality and health by 
bringing men “into contact with vile, depraved characters” who might 
infect them with venereal diseases that would “curse innocent wives 
and unborn babies.” Nevertheless, their appeals generally fell on deaf 
ears, and slummers continued to participate, with little or no reserva-
tion, in the urban revelry available in New York’s Bowery and Tender-
loin, Chicago’s Levee, and the Chinatowns of both cities.8

Men’s relatively unfettered participation in the earliest slumming 
craze, however, was premised in large part on the persistence of a dou-
ble standard. While well-to-do white men could venture into the cities’ 
slums and red-light districts with impunity, any woman who attempted 
to do the same was considered to be disreputable or immoral. Slum-
ming thus reinforced the distinction between the pleasurable pursuits 
that men of social standing could undertake with “respectable” women 
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of their own class and those that they might undertake on their own or 
in the company of male friends. In a memoir of his experiences in Chi-
cago in the 1890s, author Theodore Dreiser demonstrated how this cus-
tom played out in practical terms. While on sojourn in the Windy City, 
one of Dreiser’s friends spent his days playing the gentleman, “visiting 
certain friends . . . and calling on certain girls who could be taken with 
only the most serious and conservative formality.” But when darkness 
fell, Dreiser recalled, the same friend “explained his deepest desire was 
to reconnoiter the great red light district,” where he might exchange the 
formality and propriety of courting for more casual social and sexual  
interactions. The double standard thus preserved the reputations of re-
spectable young women while granting supposedly reputable young men  
freer access to such spaces, since none of their wifely prospects were 
likely ever to observe their red-light antics.9

Despite—or, perhaps, because of—this persistent double standard, 
by the early 1890s an increasing number of middle- and upper-class 
white women began to express their desire to undertake nighttime ex-
cursions into the slums and red-light districts of New York and Chi-
cago. In fact, respectable white women’s interest in slumming became 
so pervasive that a reader of The Ladies’ Home Journal wrote in to the 
magazine’s “What You Want to Know” column in December 1891 ask-
ing the editors to clarify exactly what the practice entailed. “Slumming 
usually means the going through the parts of a large city where the 
wretched, sinful and the destitute live,” columnist Ruth Ashmore re-
plied on the magazine’s behalf. “Sometimes it is done with the intention 
of helping them; sometimes, under the care of the police, it is simply 
a visit of curiosity.” In either case, Ashmore assured her readers, such 
undertakings were “certainly not to be commended.” Commendable or  
not, women began to seek such “visits of curiosity” with increasing fre-
quency. Whether to satisfy their desires to learn more about the districts’ 
“wretched” and “destitute” immigrant and working-class residents or 
simply to partake of the “sinful” pleasures that some came to associate 
with the districts’ commercial leisure, affluent white women set out to 
identify a number of safe, reliable ways that they could partake of this 
new urban pastime.10

Because the double standard still threatened to label as disreputable 
any woman who dared to venture into the slums and red-light districts 
on her own, women generally sought to undertake such journeys only 
in the company of men of upstanding character. For some, this entailed 
hiring a local policeman or private detective to escort a small group of 
friends or social acquaintances through the tenements and low dives of 
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the Bowery or the Levee. But for many others, it meant engaging one 
of the commercial tour companies that arose to satisfy what one New 
York newspaper called “the silly affectations of society people toward an 
interest in their lowly neighbors.” As early as 1891, a group of enterpris-
ing New Yorkers had established a corporation designed to capitalize on 
the growing belief that “slumming is the most absorbing of diversions,” 
by guaranteeing “full protection” to any woman or man who cared to 
procure their services for a tour through “the slums and poorer quarters 
of New York.” The company not only provided sightseers with a souve-
nir map of the city “on which the slums are indicated by dark shading,” 
but also promised them safe nighttime glimpses of “the poor man in 
his home, the laborer in his hovel, the opium joint, fan tan games and 
Italian dens where at times thirty people live together in a room twenty 
feet square.” In both New York and Chicago, an array of similar orga-
nizations soon followed suit, popularizing a range of walking tours and 
horse-drawn excursions through the cities’ working-class districts. These 
were followed in turn, during the first decade of the twentieth century, 
by a range of touring cars that harnessed the increasing automation of 
mass transportation to carry still larger groups of sightseers through the 
same regions. Even as such organized tours continue to grow in popu-
larity with out-of-town visitors well into the twentieth century, local 
women and men sought out ever more intimate ways to experience the 
pleasures and dangers of the cities’ slums.11

By the turn of the century, as slumming excursions became an accept-
able part of the social lives of affluent white women and men, most New 
Yorkers and Chicagoans discarded the guided slumming tour in favor of 
more independent adventures. For some, these individually organized 
excursions continued to be primarily group affairs, in which a number 
of women and men set off together to explore unfamiliar urban quarters. 
Such was the case when H. S. Pingree Jr., the son of Michigan’s governor, 
and a number of his Yale classmates accompanied a group of fifteen vis-
iting nurses from Pingree’s home state on a “jolly spree” through New 
York’s Lower East Side. “Down through Pell, Doyers, Mott, and Mulberry 
streets,” the Chicago Tribune reported in 1898, “the fifteen gaily danced, 
astonishing the natives and causing the policemen to gape.” For white 
“Bohemian folk bent on an evening of enjoyment and song,” not even 
the more refined black-and-tan resorts of New York’s black Tenderloin 
were considered off-limits. By 1908, advertising executive George B. Van 
Cleve freely remarked that he took his wife and “a number of very prom-
inent men and their wives” to the Marshall Hotel at 127 West 53rd Street 
both “to listen to the colored singers and banjo players” and to partake 
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of a bit of intimacy and raucousness unavailable within the context of 
more traditional high-society functions.12

For others, slumming became a more intimate pastime. During the 
first decade of the twentieth century, as well-to-do white women and 
men looked for unchaperoned public spaces where they could begin to 
“date”—a term that was only beginning to come into wide usage—out-
side the prying and protective eyes of parents and neighbors, slumming 
excursions seemed to provide an ideal prospect. A 1905 guide to New 
York’s edgier amusements suggested that “a party of four is about right” 
for visiting Chinatown, because such a group “can get lost in a crowd 
without attracting the attention which follows the usual sightseer.” In 
Chicago’s Levee district (figure 12), slummers embraced the same im-
pulse to disappear amid the bustling crowd in more intimate pairings. 
Every Saturday night, observers noted, “well dressed and apparently re-
spectable” white couples ventured “from one resort to another intent 
upon seeing the sights.”13

Recognizing the growing tendency of white middle- and upper-class 
women to accompany their boyfriends, husbands, and brothers into 
the red-light districts and slums of New York and Chicago, reformers 
expressed their objections with extraordinary vehemence. As early as 
1891, the authors of Chicago’s Dark Places, an exposé underwritten by 
the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, decried the existence of 
concert halls that attracted both women and men with their seemingly 
innocent music and entertainment. “Before long,” the report ominously 
asserted, “the vile influences that dwell in such holes take hold upon 
[the resorts’ patrons] and drag them into the fearful vortex of dissipation 
and sensuality. The music is the bait which allures the victim to drink 
and lustful pleasures.” An array of anti-vice authorities expressed similar 
concerns, citing the unsavory mix of music, dance, and liquor consump-
tion in the public resorts of the Levee and the Tenderloin as particular 
threats to the purity and sanctity of white middle-class womanhood. In 
the public dance halls of Chicago, some insisted, “many young girls go 
whirling down the road to ruin in twostep time,” finding themselves 
in a place “where drink and degeneracy are inseparable evils” or where 
otherwise respectable young women were unwittingly “lured to prosti-
tute life.”14

Acknowledging the relative ineffectiveness of such scare tactics, a 
number of social critics began to adopt more subtle strategies to dis-
suade white women from participating in pleasure-oriented slumming 
excursions. “It is hard to understand how any pure minded man would 
take a pure minded woman into places of disreputable character,” the 



12          originally used as an illustration in former Chicago police detective Clifton r. wooldridge’s 
1901 exposé of the city’s preeminent red-light district, this drawing by w. Layman titled  
Night Scenes on the Levee depicted the full range of illicit activities slummers might  
encounter: gambling, dime hotel rooms, prostitutes, all-night saloons, and public smoking 
and drinking, especially by women. (reprinted from Clifton r. wooldridge, Hands Up! In 
the World of Crime [Chicago: Police Publishing Company, 1901]. Collection of the author.)
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editors of the Chicago Tribune opined in the spring of 1907. To do so not 
only called into question the respectability of white middle-class wom-
anhood but also contributed to the blurring of the spatial boundaries 
that ordinarily separated the city’s illicit immigrant and working-class  
spaces from its more affluent white residential districts. Sounding a nativ-
ist tone, the Tribune further suggested that by encouraging interactions 
between “old-stock” white Americans and the unassimilated masses of 
immigrants who inhabited these districts, such slumming excursions 
threatened to undermine American democracy. “The sharper the dis-
tinction between the home and the ‘red light district,’” the newspaper’s 
editors insisted, “the better for the interests of good citizenship.”15

Ironically, reformers’ concerted efforts to protect respectable white 
women from the perceived dangers of the slum and the red-light district 
became a circular and somewhat self-defeating enterprise. During the 
earliest years of the twentieth century, as affluent white women grew 
ever more determined to explore the most notorious resorts of New York 
and Chicago, their increasing presence in these spaces spurred a particu-
larly zealous campaign to eradicate the cities’ sex districts. But even as 
reformers labored to eliminate the threat that they believed such dis-
tricts posed to unsuspecting women slummers, the growing presence 
of male and female reformers and police officers patrolling these spaces 
fostered a sense of safety for visitors. Knowing that the public dance 
halls and saloons of Chicago’s Levee and New York’s Bowery and Ten-
derloin were under such protective supervision likely emboldened afflu-
ent white pleasure seekers, especially women, to explore the very resorts 
that reformers found so objectionable. 

Slumming expeditions provided respectable white women and men 
with their first taste of urban nightlife while simultaneously allowing 
these curious thrill seekers to contrast themselves with the depravity 
and dilapidation that they associated with immigrant and working-class 
neighborhoods. By 1909, the author of a guidebook to “the new New 
York” remarked that the Bowery was the place where slummers went 
“to laugh at the absurd and the queer, or to get sociological statistics in 
exaggerated form” before returning “back to [their] up-town home[s] 
better satisfied, perhaps, with [their] own quarters.” But slumming com-
prised more than the mere opportunity for native-born middle- and  
upper-class whites to reconfirm their sense of social superiority. The pas-
time also encouraged slummers to emulate the sense of social and sexual 
freedom they attributed to the districts’ immigrant and working-class 
inhabitants by publicly romancing, dancing, and drinking with each 
other, even as they shored up their position at the head of the cities’ 
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racial, sexual, and class hierarchies. This seemingly contradictory pro-
cess reflected a limited but definite movement away from nineteenth- 
century Anglo-American ideals of social and sexual restraint toward a 
more modern and relaxed conception of social interaction, public in-
timacy, and rugged masculinity. But the new positioning of the white 
urban middle class was not merely a result of its seeming embrace of the 
sexual and gender norms of the immigrant and working classes. It was 
also the product of the formation and maintenance of a complex racial 
ideology that naturalized the cultural fiction of whiteness by defining 
and redefining its contours in relation to the shifting range of nonwhite 
residents and newcomers who lived in turn-of-the-century U.S. cities.16

Marking and Understanding Race in Working-Class New York  
and Chicago

To present-day Americans, the definition of “whiteness” as a racial cat-
egory may seem obvious—even if they have come to think of race as a 
social construction rather than a biological fact. But at the turn of the 
century, the formulation of whiteness—especially the sort of unequivo-
cal whiteness claimed by so-called old-stock Americans—was a matter 
of some contention. Never simply a matter of skin color or of the legal 
rights that came with being designated “white” by judges or immigra-
tion officials, for most turn-of-the-century urban Americans, whiteness 
was a complex cultural construction developed in relation to the wide 
range of peoples who inhabited U.S. cities. Rather than merely reflecting 
phenotype and physical appearance, whiteness represented an amalga-
mation of an individual’s relative social status, class standing, national 
origin, citizenship, and length of residence in the United States.

By these criteria, although many of the more affluent white women 
and men who went slumming were undeniably and unmistakably white, 
many of those who accompanied or followed them were not. This was 
true especially of pleasure seekers who had only recently risen into the 
middle class from more humble immigrant or working-class beginnings. 
But it also pertained to some of the prosperous nouveau riche whose pres-
ence in the United States was, in whole or part, a byproduct of the massive 
waves of Irish and German immigration that began in the mid-nineteenth  
century. Only decades before, for example, the Irish were viewed as 
racialized others who occupied a position in the American racial hier-
archy somewhere between whiteness and blackness. The popular press 
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depicted them with simian features and routinely referred to the “dirty 
Irish” who lived in squalor and close proximity to blacks and whose  
Catholicism purportedly posed a dangerous threat to American democ-
racy. Germans, too, were often distinguished from old-stock whites, 
despite their shared Protestantism and tendency to “become good and 
industrious citizens.” As late as 1883, New York residents commented 
on the “‘east side’ look” of Germans and German Americans, “both in 
garb and features,” and described their fondness for beer in almost ge-
netic terms. “The lager . . . flow[s] from inexhaustible founts into the in-
satiable and indefinitely expansible interiors of Teuton and Hibernian,” 
one visitor to the Bowery remarked, invoking a language of race that 
linked the Germans and Irish while simultaneously setting them apart 
from Anglo-Americans.17

As Irish and German Americans ventured into the slums of turn-of-
the-century New York and Chicago alongside undeniably white old-stock 
Americans, the irony of the situation was not lost on the most trenchant 
observers of the period. They suggested that the participation of such 
women and men in the popular new practice of slumming had the po-
tential to unveil the latter’s more base social origins, thus revealing the 
ultimate instability of the middle-class whiteness into which so many 
native-born Americans of Irish and German ancestry had only recently 
been assimilated. “Slumming bids fair to become popular,” the Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle noted in 1884, “but it is open to more or less danger in New 
York. So many of our high class society people lived in the slums a few 
years ago, that awkward recognitions might occur.” An 1891 descrip-
tion of a slumming tour through Mulberry, Hester, and Delancey streets  
adopted a similar tone, perhaps betraying the resentments of newspa-
permen whose economic standing had been eclipsed by these relative 
newcomers. Mocking the “tremendous ado about the novelty” of ven-
turing through the tenements of the Lower East Side, the newspaper in-
sisted that many of the young slummers could have asked their parents 
instead to give them “points about the life of the people from personal 
experience.”18

The danger of exposure no doubt lessened over time, as the nouveau 
riche became less “new” and the descendants of mid-nineteenth-century 
German and Irish immigrants were more fully assimilated into the native- 
born white middle class. But as late as 1915, travelogues still called 
attention to the recent vintage of some slummers’ claims on American-
ness, whiteness, and economic privilege. In his “intimate” guide to New 
York, James Huneker even suggested that slumming was a particular  
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preoccupation of those women and men whose families had only recently 
risen above their immigrant or working-class roots. Hoping to distinguish 
themselves from these forebears, Huneker observed, “fashionable slum-
mers whose fathers wore leathern aprons and drank their beer from tin 
pails” comprised a substantial proportion of those who visited the “gaudy”  
resorts of the Lower East Side to “sip champagne.”19

Although champagne sipping did not exactly conform to white  
middle-class Protestant standards of restraint and respectability, it did 
allow upwardly mobile thrill seekers to establish a sense of sophistica-
tion that set them apart from the racialized residents of the slums and 
red-light districts. Many of these young slummers had separated them-
selves geographically from the cities’ tenement districts when either 
they or their parents took advantage of Gilded Age economic prosperity 
to work their way out of the slums and into the newly constructed white 
middle-class neighborhoods of the cities’ professional and managerial 
classes. But slumming provided them with yet another means of solidi-
fying their fragile hold on whiteness and “civilization” by positioning 
them in stark contrast to the “primitive” blacks and Chinese and south-
ern and eastern European immigrants who constituted the bulk of the 
residents inhabiting popular slumming destinations.20

As noted in the first chapter, one key element in this process of ra-
cial differentiation and stabilization was the designation of slumming 
destinations in terms of their foreign or racialized character. Popular 
guidebooks of the era, such as Ernest Ingersoll’s A Week in New York 
(1891), suggested that slummers might undertake “A Nocturnal Ram-
ble” that included Baxter Street’s Jewish commercial district, Mulberry 
Bend’s “Little Italy,” “Chinatown,” the Bowery, the “Russian Quarter,” 
and the city’s bustling and crowded “Judea,” where he estimated that 
“nine tenths are Germans or Germanized Jews and Bohemians.” Rand, 
McNally & Co.’s Handy Guide to Chicago and the World’s Columbian Expo-
sition (1893), produced by Ingersoll’s publisher, laid out an equally col-
orful tour that suggested that the city’s South Side Levee was divided 
into distinct racialized segments. If slummers walked south from the 
Loop along Clark Street, the guidebook promised, they would glimpse, 
in fairly quick succession, “the haunt of color and habitat of Chinamen,” 
“gin-mills” catering to “huge ‘buck niggers’” and the “ebony Venus,”  
various other “disreputable” Levee resorts, and an Italian settlement 
nestled along the Twelfth Street viaduct. A separate excursion to Chica-
go’s West Side was required if visitors hoped to see the city’s Polish and 
Hungarian neighborhoods, its “Judea,” or the local beer halls that were 
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said to be frequented by “long-haired” socialists and anarchists “of alien 
birth.”21

Including “Little Africa” among the “foreign colonies” that tourists 
should plan to visit, other guides to New York and Chicago were even 
clearer about the extent to which they considered these districts to be 
racially coded sections of the city. The 1898 guidebook prepared by New 
York’s Siegel-Cooper department store, ostensibly for local residents as 
well as tourists, encouraged visitors “to see the curious sections of the 
city almost exclusively peopled with those of alien birth or tongue.” The 
store’s list of “foreign colonies” included “Little Germany,” “Little Italy,” 
“China,” “Judea,” and “Africa,” the last of which, it noted, was located 
at “Thompson st. north of Canal st. . . . where the colored brother shines  
in full glory.” Such equations of blackness with foreignness and of im-
migrant status with racial difference recurred among travel writers and 
reformers alike, as they made frequent references that linked the entire 
immigrant regions of Chicago and New York to Africa. Acknowledging 
the extraordinary diversity of immigrant and working-class residents in 
New York’s Bowery district, for instance, journalist Allan Forman in-
sisted that “the lower east side of the city is as much of a terra incognita 
to the banker or merchant as the interior of Africa.” Reform-minded 
authors in Chicago echoed this sentiment, one of them comparing his 
investigations of the city’s diversely populated Levee district with the 
enterprise undertaken by Henry Stanley when he “visited the heart of 
the Dark Continent and wrote ‘In Darkest Africa.’”22

The naming of these districts, however, was not simply a reflection 
of their designation as the residence of already racialized inhabitants. 
Rather, their creation as identifiable places associated with particular ra-
cial groups was part of the process of racialization. While slummers and 
reformers spoke of visiting Chinatown, Little Africa, the Jewish Ghetto, 
and Little Italy, the inhabitants of these sections of New York and Chi-
cago experienced no such cohesive, racially organized communities. In 
reality, the immigrant and working-class groups living in the vicinity of 
New York’s Bowery and Chicago’s South and West Side Levee districts 
spilled into and over each other. Sometimes members of one group oc-
cupied a building on a block or street otherwise dominated by another 
group. Sometimes multiple groups lived in close proximity, creating a 
virtual Tower of Babel within a particular tenement. When Jane Addams 
and her associates at Chicago’s Hull House set out in 1895 to map the 
“nationalities” of their thirty-five block West Side neighborhood, they 
failed to locate even one cohesive block in the district, much less an 
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exclusive “colony” of immigrants from a single country. Yet they, like 
their less reform-minded contemporaries, continued to refer to distinct 
Jewish and Italian districts when describing their findings.23

In the face of such incredible diversity, the insistence on referring 
to various sections of the city as specifically and solely Jewish, Italian, 
Chinese, or African reflected a desire to contain these racialized groups 
and their “alien” ways to particular geographic locations—both on the 
physical map of the city and, more importantly, in the imaginations of 
urban residents and visitors. When sightseers chose to visit these dis-
tricts, they became complicit in this process of racialization and con-
tainment. Slumming in the Ghetto, Little Italy, Chinatown, or Little 
Africa reified the racial differences that were commonly associated with 
the districts’ residents and reinforced the notion that racialized others 
could be safely cordoned off in discrete urban spaces where they could 
be visited—or avoided—at will. Moreover, it allowed well-to-do whites 
to ground their understanding of racial ideologies and stereotypes in the 
concrete examples of apparent “racial types” that they encountered in 
these districts.24

Although turn-of-the-century slummers believed that race could be 
readily identified by sight—principally by reference to skin color, but 
also as demarcated by particular facial features or other bodily charac-
teristics—they also relied upon other stereotypes that cast blacks and 
Chinese, Jewish, and Italian immigrants as racial inferiors. As cultural 
historian Gail Bederman and others have noted, at the turn of the last 
century, this othering process centered primarily around the establish-
ment of old-stock Americans and northwestern Europeans—especially 
the English but also increasingly the Germans and Irish—as a “civilized” 
race rightfully located at the top of a hierarchy peopled by more and 
more “primitive” races, ranging from southern and eastern Europeans 
to Asians and finally to Africans and African Americans.25

To white elites, including new members of the middle class, being 
civilized required a sense of maturity, cultural sophistication, and social 
and sexual restraint. Because each of these qualities was relative, how-
ever, they could assume definite shape and acquire clear meaning only 
by being defined against the presumed primitivism of racialized popu-
lations—a primitivism that slummers and other affluent whites usu-
ally perceived in terms of childishness (represented by what “civilized”  
observers identified as an almost natural state of happiness and appar-
ent satisfaction with impoverished conditions), sensuality (expressed 
through supposed bawdiness as well as fecundity), and a closer relation 
to nature (indicated by so-called animalistic behavior and other bestial 
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qualities). Because slumming placed the “civilized” and the “primitive” 
in direct contact with each other and allowed the former to observe how 
and where the latter lived and played, it provided affluent white Ameri-
cans with a unique opportunity to instantiate this racial ideology, giving 
it a seemingly flesh-and-blood reality as well as a specific place in the 
urban landscape. This process was never clearer than when slummers 
visited the black districts, or Little Africas, of Chicago’s Levee or New 
York’s Tenderloin and Lower East Side.26

Setting out in the late summer of 1886 “to ‘do’ the negro quarter” 
located “in the classic shades of [New York’s] Thompson street, and 
extending round about into Bleecker, Mercer, South Fifth avenue and 
Greene,” journalist Allan Forman called attention to the ongoing pro-
cess of racialization in American cities by explicitly contrasting the black 
district located near South Fifth Avenue with “its more northerly and 
fashionable namesake.” “One is respectable and dull,” Forman wrote 
of the uptown bastion of white wealth and respectability, while “the 
other is always unique and sometimes amusing.” Part of the amusement 
that Forman and other slummers located in the black districts of New 
York and Chicago arose simply from the presumed differences associ-
ated with the skin color and physical characteristics of a people only 
a few short decades removed from slavery. While insisting, on occa-
sion, that the “Northern negro . . . [was] distinct from the Southern” 
and deserved to be treated differently, many northern white urbanites 
continued to refer to their darker neighbors by derogatory terms, such  
as “darkey” or “dusky,” that referenced their skin tones or called at-
tention to their “kinky” hair, broad noses, or full lips in ways that rein-
forced nineteenth-century “scientific” notions of an Ethiopian race set 
apart from and beneath that of Caucasians. In a slightly more innocuous 
form, such physical distinctions were also referenced by the lyrics to a 
popular 1890s “coon song” that at least one slummer overheard while 
visiting one of the white-owned resorts of Chicago’s Levee. “God made 
the black man, / He made him at night,” the song insisted. “He made 
him in a hurry, / And He did’nt [sic] make him right.” 27

But as slummers explored both the recesses and commercial centers 
of black life in New York and Chicago, they increasingly recognized that 
skin color and physical characteristics were not sufficient markers of ra-
cial difference and inferiority. Journalist Allan Forman reported that color  
gradations among New York’s black population were so pronounced 
that they generated a “strong caste feeling” within the black commu-
nity. Reversing traditional accounts of lighter-skinned blacks’ supposed 
disdain for darker members of their group, Forman reported that “the 
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genuine full-blooded negro looks with scorn upon his lighter brother. 
‘Saddle-colored smoke,’ ‘salmon-colored nigger,’ ‘bleeched [sic] darkey’ 
are some of the epithets I have heard applied to the lighter-colored deni-
zens of Little Africa by this coal-black aristocracy.” In the face of such 
unreliable markers of racial difference, slumming promised to produce 
a more cohesive conception of blackness grounded in a physical urban 
space. Thus, Forman suggested that despite their differences, blacks were 
all the same, “liv[ing] like animals rather than as human beings . . . in 
the tall tenements squalid, unventilated and breeding disease.”28

Relying on presumed notions of primitive black sexuality, bawdiness, 
and obscenity, slummers also grounded their conception of blackness in 
the performances that they observed in the resorts of New York’s Ten-
derloin and Chicago’s Levee. White undercover investigators for private 
anti-vice organizations routinely commented on the apparently carefree 
interactions that took place in local black resorts, as well as on their 
supposed sexual content, whether expressed directly by raised skirts and 
exposed body parts or indirectly through suggestive ragtime lyrics. Af-
ter visiting the black Tenderloin resort known as Bernie’s Place, located 
on the northeast corner of 47th Street and Seventh Avenue, one white 
investigator for New York’s Committee of Fourteen reported that “a nig-
ger wench was dancing & singing Oh my lemmon, my little lemmon I 
will squeeze you &c.”—lyrics that the investigator identified as so sexual 
and so unsettling to his notions of propriety that he “did not feel strong 
enough to go in” but instead “stood at the basement door” to watch 
and document the proceedings. Other white observers suggested that 
the sensuality of blacks was so primal and uncontained that “little or no 
home life” could be found in the black districts of New York and Chi-
cago, where, as Allan Forman put it, “The family relation is but lightly 
held, and marriage is the exception rather than the rule.”29

Even when urban blacks did comport themselves in ways that middle-  
and upper-class whites might have recognized as properly restrained and  
respectable—as Forman acknowledged many of them did, although “the  
outsider does not see them” because “they stay at home with their fam-
ilies”—the racial ideology of black inferiority and primitivism was so 
pronounced among white Americans that it rendered such displays of 
comportment and “civilization” as mere performances or flawed imita-
tions of whiteness. A fictionalized guidebook titled The Real New York 
(1904) suggested as much when it mocked the city’s wealthiest blacks 
by referring to the section of the Tenderloin where they lived as the 
“Darkey Fifth Avenue” and pointed out that “the dances given by the 



tHE SLUMS aND rED-L IGHt DIStrICtS

121

colored aristocrats,” like the more rowdy black resorts of the neighbor-
ing district, “often attract white audiences, who find great amusement 
in the profound dignity of the couples” whom they believed were liter-
ally “aping” white convention.30

In a similar fashion, slumming excursions to the Chinatowns of New 
York and Chicago provided affluent whites with a way to root their con-
ception of the “Chinese race” in a particular urban place. In contrast to 
the hypersexualized stereotype of blacks, the Chinese were perceived 
as secretive, inscrutable, and potentially dangerous. Visitors to these 
districts repeatedly referenced the facial characteristics of the “almond-
eyed people” or “slant-eyed yellow men” who stared at them as they 
made their way past the colorfully decorated buildings, draped in paper 
lanterns and “effigies of all manner of repulsive beasts and reptiles.”31 
One French visitor to New York’s Chinatown carried his description of 
the “racial characteristics” of the “yellow men” to almost ridiculous ex-
tremes, describing them as a beautiful but potentially menacing threat 
to American cities:

Short and fragile, with smooth faces under their round hats, with black braids of hair 

rolled up underneath in an oily chignon, they come and go silently. . . . this sort of 

delicate-featured dwarfs, with their loop-shaped eyes, so black in their cooper-colored 

skin, their high cheek-bones, the triangular framework of their faces, and their flat 

noses, gives the impression of an invasion of beasts that would spread over all the city, 

gain and gain and destroy everything.32

A host of other observers commented on their silent movement, “cat-
like tread,” and “secretiveness,” suggesting that the Chinese residents of 
New York and Chicago were simply biding their time in darkened base-
ments and tenements before pouncing on their unsuspecting prey. “You 
happen upon them in dark hallways,” one slummer recalled without 
bothering to excuse his uninvited entrance into their domestic spaces, 
“or find them looking at you from strange crannies of ramshackle struc-
tures like night-blooming felines.”33

In contrast to the ease with which white slummers defined the racial 
differences of blacks and Chinese immigrants, the racial status of the 
vast numbers of southern and eastern European immigrants that they 
encountered in the cities’ slums and red-light districts proved more chal-
lenging to define. Italians and eastern European Jews were considered 
white by state and federal government agencies. Miscegenation laws did 
not forbid their intermarriage to native-born whites, and immigration 
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authorities classified them as white and therefore eligible for natural-
ization. Nevertheless, many native-born whites insisted on the racial 
difference of these immigrant groups. Indeed, although late-nineteenth-
century racial ideologies centered less on color than on biological no-
tions of race linked to particular national or regional groups, slummers 
who visited the Jewish Ghetto and Little Italy often perceived both color 
and culture as markers of racial difference.34

Writing about his slumming tour of Chicago’s South Side Levee in 
the winter of 1892, the Reverend Dr. Frank M. Bristol reported entering a 
dark cellar where he discovered “seven to ten black, grinning, unkempt, 
head-scratching, jabbering Italians huddled about a little, broken, smok-
ing stove, or squatted on the floor, eating their nasty food out of their 
nasty hands.” When he ventured farther into the Italian Quarter to a 
tenement housing at least three hundred recent immigrants, he further 
racialized the district’s residents by comparing them to vermin, “appar-
ently little higher in their tastes and ambitions than so many fleas, or 
cockroaches, or rats.” The dilapidated conditions of the Italian tenements  
on New York’s Mulberry Bend led observers to similar conclusions, de-
scribing the “six storied ‘dumb bells,’” as being “alive with vermin, both 
human and insect,” while allusions to the primitive sexuality of “black 
eyed, buxom, full breasted women, who sit on doorsteps and curbstones 
unconcernedly nursing their babes,” seemed to further the association 
of Italians with African Americans who were often characterized in simi-
lar ways.35

Others in New York and Chicago positioned Italians somewhere be-
tween blacks and whites in the urban racial hierarchy. References to 
“swarthy, low browed Italians” in many popular periodicals attempted 
to ground the supposed racial characteristics of these immigrants in so-
matic differences. Focusing on the black hair and olive skin common 
to many southern Italians, such allusions to their “swarthiness” were 
intended to cast them, at the very least, as “off-white,” although some 
commentators went even further to insinuate that the darker skin and 
hair of Sicilians, especially, could be traced to African ancestry. Still oth-
ers called attention to the in-between racial status of Italians in more 
subtle ways. For instance, when an investigator from New York’s Com-
mittee of Fourteen visited Goldberg’s saloon at 13 Bayard Street on the 
Lower East Side, he reported finding “a double back room, both parts 
of which was occupied by a number of whites, Italians and negros [sic] 
among whom were several women.” Whether referring to color grada-
tions or to more complex cultural and linguistic differences, this inves-
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tigator clearly excluded Italians from his conception of both “whites” 
and “Negroes.”36

The eastern European Jews whom slummers encountered in the Ghet-
toes of Chicago and New York occupied a similarly complex racial position.  
Like the cities’ Italian residents, Jewish slum-dwellers and storekeepers 
were often described as being “swarthy.” Outside a secondhand shop on  
New York’s Baxter Street, for instance, one passerby reported being ac-
costed by a particularly persistent “puller-in,” a “Jewish woman, swar-
thy, strong, and eager,” while another male visitor to the Ghetto noted 
the presence of more sexually enticing “bright-eyed and red-lipped Jew-
ish maidens,” under the watchful protection of “their swarthy, stalwart 
brothers and fathers.” Indeed, male slummers’ accounts of their journeys 
through the Lower East Side often took on an Orientalist dimension sug-
gestive of the presumed sexual availability—or at least the fecundity—of 
the district’s women. “These are mostly Germans and Poles,” French au-
thor Paul Bourget noted of the Jews that he encountered on his ramble 
through the Bowery’s environs in the mid-1890s, but they were “just  
like . . . what I have seen in the lanes of Tangier and Beyrout and Damas-
cus . . . . There are swarms of children, attesting that fruitfulness which 
the Book promised ‘as the sand of the seashore.’” He later added, “Many 
of these little ones have eyes of magnetic Oriental brilliancy, and we see 
it also in the eyes of the women who are living in all this poverty.”37

The racial in-betweenness of Jews and Italians became especially ap-
parent in the context of the notorious black-and-tan resorts located in 
the slums and red-light districts of New York and Chicago. Perhaps the 
most socially and racially integrated public amusements in turn-of-the- 
century America, the black and tan was so named—in opposition to “Negro  
dives” and “colored resorts”—to designate it as a space for the mixing 
of the races (figure 13). A wide variety of immigrant and working-class 
men and women who visited these establishments were racialized as 
nonwhite simply because of their close and regular association with the 
resorts’ black patrons, even as middle- and upper-class whites saw the 
black and tan as a “slummers’ paradise” in which they could observe 
all the racialized groups of the slums and red-light districts at the same 
time. Many of the earliest published descriptions of New York black 
and tans emphasized the complex racial dynamics of these spaces and 
their appeal to curious white interlopers. The voluminous 1895 exposé 
Darkness and Daylight, for example, described “The Black and Tan” as a 
“curious” resort where “most of the customers were negroes, but there 
were Malays, Chinese, Lascars, and other Asiatics as well.” The racial 
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diversity of such resorts, however, was hardly restricted to patrons of Af-
rican and Asian descent. The book’s authors reported that visitors to the 
dive saw “two American Indians . . . imbibing firewater of a dangerous 
character,” along with a number of “white m[e]n who had no prejudice 
as to color” and “women of all shades from ebony black to the lightest 
of tan colors.” The resort’s Baxter Street location, right in the heart of 
the Jewish and Italian immigrant commercial district, suggested an even 
more complex racial scenario.38

Indeed, in both New York and Chicago, Jews and especially Italians 
were not only disproportionately responsible for the operation of the 
cities’ earliest black and tans, but also comprised a significant portion of 
their patronage. New York’s Committee of Fourteen documented a “Ne-
gro joint run by Italiens [sic]” on Macdougal Street, a dive at 29th Street 
and Seventh Avenue where two Italians interacted with “white men 
with nigger women & white women with nigger men,” an Italian-run 
“black and tan saloon” at 317 West 41st Street, and a Jewish-operated  

13          this lantern slide, “a thompson Street ‘Black and tan Dive,’” photographed during the late 
1880s by richard Hoe Lawrence, provides a glimpse of the resort’s racially mixed patronage. 
the image is a companion to the Lawrence photograph “a Black-and-tan Dive in ‘africa,’” 
which Jacob a. riis used in his 1890 exposé How the Other Half Lives. (reprinted with permis-
sion from the Collection of the New-York Historical Society, negative 32335.)
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Bayard Street resort frequented by whites, Italians, and blacks. Similarly,  
in Chicago, using a derogatory term for Italians, “reputable property own-
ers” blamed the downslide of South State Street on the “Dago dives” of 
the Levee, which they insisted were “frequented by disreputable persons 
of both sexes and all colors”—a remark suggesting that Italians consti-
tuted a color all their own.39

The presence of Italians and Jews in the cities’ notorious black and 
tans raised the concern of urban reformers and municipal authorities 
who viewed such resorts as spaces that not only permitted the mixing of 
the races but actively promoted it. A 1914 letter from the general secretary 
of New York’s Committee of Fourteen, Frederick H. Whitin, to the Pro-
gressive reform photographer Lewis Hine demonstrated this particular 
understanding of the resorts’ purpose. Suggesting that Hine might wish 
to photograph Barron Wilkins’s shuttered resort at 255 West 35th Street, 
Whitin noted that it “was what we call a ‘black and tan,’ catering not 
only to whites as well as blacks, but stimulating a mixing of the races.”  
This reference to stimulation conveyed a sense of sexual as well as social 
mixing, while “black and tan” suggested the possibility that this sexual 
mixing might lead to the production of “tan” offspring. Because Italians 
and Jews continued to be actively involved in the operation of such re-
sorts well into the 1910s and beyond, their association with such spaces 
increasingly cast them as sexual threats to the sanctity of white woman-
hood and the “contamination” of the white race.40

As the practice of slumming gave rise to a growing number of racially 
mixed spaces in the red-light districts of Chicago and New York, the in-
vocation of racialized sexual threats—both to the purity and sanctity 
of white womanhood and to the virility, physical safety, and financial 
security of white men—became yet another tool that slummers used to 
reinforce their racial superiority over the immigrant and working-class 
residents of these urban districts. In the case of male slummers, the threat 
usually centered around their interactions with the female prostitutes that 
they encountered on their rambles through the cities’ red-light districts. 
Although reformers warned that casual interactions with any prostitutes 
could prove costly—both to one’s financial well-being and to one’s physi-
cal health—the white men who visited immigrant and working-class re-
sorts were more likely to conceive of these potential dangers in racialized 
terms. In Chicago’s West Side Levee, for instance, men “intent upon ‘see-
ing the sights’” in the autumn of 1907 identified an “immediate menace to 
life and health” in the brothels that housed “heavy-faced, coarse women”  
who “look[ed] like they had negro blood in their veins” or were “a mix-
ture of Italian, Bohemian, French, Spanish and other foreign races.”41
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Black women constituted by far the most frequently cited menace to 
white male slummers. In his 1892 guidebook, Chicago by Day and Night, 
Harold R. Vynne counseled readers to be wary of any black woman they 
encountered on their slumming excursions in the city. He noted that 
“several dusky female characters of whom the police have wholesome 
dread” were known to operate out of brothels in the city’s South Side red-
light district. “They are Amazonian in physique,” he warned, “and be-
ing thoroughly abandoned, are ready for any hideous devilment which 
may or may not turn up.” An exposé of Chicago moral conditions, pub-
lished by former police detective Clifton R. Wooldridge in 1901, echoed 
this warning, profiling a number of black prostitutes and madams who 
were said to pose a particular threat to the health and financial welfare 
of white men. Among these were the “African giantess” Emma Ford, 
a “Levee terror” whom Wooldridge estimated had stolen as much as 
$100,000 during her career; Hattie Briggs, a six-foot tall, 220-pound 
madam, “as black as a stick of licorice,” whose dives at 388 Clark Street 
and 120 Custom House Place were said to be the sites of “five to ten  
cases of robbery or larceny” per day; and Ella Sherwood, “one of the most 
vicious colored women that ever roamed the street,” who had a repu-
tation for “fight[ing] like an infuriated tigress” when “her temper was  
aroused.” Historian Cynthia Blair has argued that such Amazonian 
representations of black prostitutes and madams reinforced urban 
whites’ conception of black female sexuality as dangerously uncontrol-
lable. Moreover, by exposing white men’s sexual encounters with black  
women, they seemed to erode the boundary that male slummers erected 
between such activities and more “civilized” leisure pursuits.42

Yet the dangers that pleasure-seeking white men associated with 
black women were not merely representational, nor were they necessar-
ily viewed as disruptions of otherwise “civilized” sexual pursuits. While 
investigating New York moral conditions and police corruption in 1899, 
the state-funded Mazet Committee uncovered evidence of black women 
robbing and assaulting white men, similar to what was documented in 
Chicago. Consulting the citizens’ complaint book for New York’s Twen-
tieth Precinct for the period between August 7, 1898, and June 18, 1899, 
the committee compiled a list of no fewer than twenty-five complaints 
by white men who claimed that a “colored woman” had robbed them 
as they walked through the streets of the black Tenderloin or visited 
a local black and tan. This list was remarkable both because so many 
crimes were reported within the span of less than a year, especially since 
they probably accounted for only a fraction of actual crimes committed, 
and also because the number and diverse background of the complain-
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ants suggested that many male slummers considered their interactions 
with black prostitutes to fall well within the bounds of “civilized” sexual 
pursuits. The complainants included out-of-town tourists and residents 
of New York’s outer boroughs and other nearby towns, as well as an ar-
ray of Manhattanites of apparent old-stock, Irish, and German descent. 
Even more surprisingly, while several of these men claimed to have been 
unwillingly accosted and mugged on the district’s streets, an astonishing 
number admitted that the robberies had occurred when they “picked up 
a colored woman for an immoral purpose” or “went to bed with one.” 
The apparent ease with which they reported this fact suggested that,  
despite the sexual dangers popularly associated with black women, many 
northern white men considered cross-racial sex to be an acceptable part 
of their excursions to urban red-light districts.43

For white female slummers, however, the sexual dangers associated 
with racialized immigrant and working-class populations were signifi-
cantly more pernicious. In turn-of-the-century America, the emerging 
rhetoric of white slavery cast the male residents of the cities’ slums as 
potential kidnappers and spoilers of white female virtue, lurking in the 
districts’ dance halls and saloons for the chance to ensnare an unwary 
white woman in a life of permanent prostitution. Although the sex-
ual dangers to white male slummers were usually portrayed in terms 
of blackness, it is surprising how rarely black men were implicated in 
the sexual endangerment of white women in northern U.S. cities. Turn-
of-the-century exposés of urban moral conditions, produced by both 
muckrakers and more sincere social reformers, featured only sporadic 
references to once-reputable white women who fell under the control 
of black men and found themselves “consorting with the vilest kind 
of negroes.” For the most part, the purported sexual perils that white 
female slummers faced when they journeyed into the red-light districts 
of Chicago and New York were associated with recent male immigrants, 
especially those from southern and eastern Europe.44

Not even the threat of the notorious Chinese “white slavers,” so 
prevalent and virulent in San Francisco and other parts of the West, car-
ried much weight in northern U.S. urban centers. Aside from a couple 
of highly publicized but exceptional murder cases—the 1909 slaying of 
Elsie Sigel by a Chinese man she had met in New York’s Chinatown and 
the 1913 double murder of Charles Sing and his white wife, Alice Davis 
Sing, in Chicago’s Chinese quarter—there was little suggestion in the 
popular press that female slummers in the Chinatowns of either city 
faced anything resembling a “yellow peril.” In fact, invoking popular 
stereotypes of the day, former New York police chief George W. Walling  
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suggested that, if there were a victim in the social and sexual relation-
ships struck up between Chinese men and white women, it was the 
“moon-face, gentle Chinaman” who proved “an easy victim to the wiles 
of the immoral white woman.”45

Rather, the most recent waves of European immigrants were portrayed 
as the principal sexual menace to white female visitors to Chicago’s Le-
vee districts and New York’s Bowery and Tenderloin. In his oft-cited 
1907 “study of the great immoralities” of Chicago, muckraker George 
Kibbe Turner famously blamed a syndicate of Russian Jews for the down-
fall and ruin of countless “young girls.” A number of other journalists 
and reformers ardently echoed his assertions. “There are large numbers 
of Jews scattered throughout the United States, although mainly located 
in New York and Chicago,” McClure’s Magazine reported in 1910, “who 
seduce and . . . prey . . . upon young girls whom they find on the street, 
in the dance-halls, and similar places.” Chicago reformer Ernest A. Bell 
extended these allegations to include recent Italian immigrants, not-
ing that while “about a score of resorts” in the city’s West Side Levee 
were run by Jews, “two or three places are managed by Italian men, al-
though there are few Italian prostitutes in Chicago.” On the East Coast, 
one of Bell’s colleagues likewise claimed that “since 1901 the Sicilian or 
Southern Italian has played quite a prominent part in the great traffic of 
women in New York City . . . control[ing] from 750 to 1,000 women.” 
In June 1908, an exposé in the Chicago Record-Herald even added “several 
‘syndicates’ made up of . . . Portuguese” to the list of racialized “foreign-
ers” responsible for the proliferation of female prostitution and other 
illicit activities in the Windy City.46

Despite their diverse geographic origins, the common threads that de-
fined these national groups as potential threats to the sanctity of native- 
born white American womanhood were their recent arrival on U.S. shores 
in significant numbers, their deviation from Protestant Christianity, and 
their similar racial status as in-between people who occupied a racial  
position somewhere between old-stock white Americans and the Chi-
nese immigrants and blacks who comprised an expanding proportion of 
the population of turn-of-the-century New York and Chicago. Paradoxi-
cally, the very foreignness that distinguished these in-between groups 
within the United States blurred any differences that might ordinarily 
have separated them in their home countries, as Chicago attorney and 
anti-vice advocate Clifford G. Roe demonstrated when he recounted his 
rescue of a young white woman from the clutches of a potential white 
slaver in Chicago: “As I watched him closely I perceived that he was 
of foreign parentage,” Roe recalled, “probably a Jew, a Frenchman, an 



tHE SLUMS aND rED-L IGHt DIStrICtS

129

Italian, or perhaps a Greek”—as if the four were indistinguishable and 
veritably interchangeable.47

Sexual Spectacles in the Red-Light Districts and Slums of Chicago 
and New York

Despite the purported sexual threats that they faced when venturing 
into the cities’ red-light districts and slums, affluent white pleasure seek-
ers undertook such slumming excursions in extraordinary numbers 
from the late 1880s through the mid-1910s. The impact of these trips 
was clear, at least in economic terms. No matter their moral take on 
slumming, New Yorkers and Chicagoans alike were forced to admit that 
the raucous nightlife of the Levee districts of Chicago, the Bowery and 
Tenderloin of New York, and the Chinatowns of both cities provided a 
substantial stream of revenue. “I don’t know as we ought to let the laws 
be violated and turn all sorts of immorality loose just to draw a crowd,” 
one observant hotel liveryman remarked during a crackdown on the 
Tenderloin in 1892. “But it’s a fact that every hotel man in New York 
is perfectly familiar with that strangers don’t stay here and hell around 
much if there ain’t no places running where they can see something.” 
Estimating that “not less than 10,000 of [the visitors to New York] are 
slumming around every night in the year seeing ‘the sights,’” the livery-
man put the cost of moral reform at nearly $200,000 for every day that 
the popular “dives” of the Tenderloin, Bowery, and Chinatown were 
closed. If hotel tabs and other expenditures were added in, he calculated 
that a “wide open” city netted between $70 and $90 million per year.  
Though clearly less accepting of the social conditions associated with 
urban red-light districts, Chicago’s municipal Vice Commission arrived 
at a similar conclusion, estimating in 1911 that Levee prostitution alone 
generated more than $15 million per year. The money that slummers 
spent on dancing, drinks, touring cars, trolleys, and cabs surely doubled 
or even tripled that amount, before hotel rooms and restaurant meals 
were ever factored in.48

The profits, of course, came at a cost. “Slumming,” the poet James 
Clarence Harvey wrote in a popular 1905 sampler of the New York high 
life, “usually means paying a price to see others do things you wouldn’t 
do yourself for the world, and which perhaps they wouldn’t do except 
for the price you pay.” While naive in assuming that slummers were ob-
servers of but never participants in illicit activities, Harvey was astutely 
skeptical of the notion that slum residents were somehow predisposed 
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to indulge in such behavior. Mindful of the cost of exploitation that 
threatened to compromise both the inhabitants of popular slumming 
destinations and the women and men who arrived to gaze upon them, 
he advised readers that, while “the involuntary resident of the slums is 
blameless, and therefore should be free from prying eyes, . . . the volun-
tary resident is sure to prepare a fake which does not show you the ‘low 
life’ which you are seeking.”49

Such warnings did little to dissuade affluent white women and men 
from seeking both to observe and to participate in the easy sensuality to 
be found in the red-light districts. Of particular interest to slummers was 
the sexualized “tough dancing” practiced in local resorts in the form of 
the bunny hug, the turkey trot, the lovers’ two-step, and the grizzly bear. 
Reportedly invented in the brothels of San Francisco’s Barbary Coast, 
these dances became popular mainstays in the dance halls of the Bowery 
and the Levee—which, in turn, gave rise to an array of new dance steps 
bearing names related to these locations: the Bowery waltz and the Bow-
ery glide, for instance, as well as the Wabash Avenue whirl, named for 
one of the principal streets in the Levee. According to one disdainful ob-
server, tough dancing was marked by a pronounced sense of intimacy, 
as the participants wrapped their arms around each other, cheeks and 
bodies touching, to “throw aside all restraint and give themselves to un-
bridled license and indecency.” Although unsettling to moral reformers, 
such dances offered many working-class women a sense of empower-
ment. In the Wabash Avenue whirl, for example, the female dancer be-
came “the aggressor,” choosing her partner from the crowd and “fl[ying] 
toward him with a plunge almost ferocious.” Only then, as the Chicago 
Tribune described the popular Levee dance, did the couple grasp each 
other in “a vigorous clutch” and “begin a violent whirling motion” like 
a “gigantic top.”50

Early short films produced by the Edison Manufacturing Company 
and the American Mutoscope and Biograph Company allowed audiences  
to observe exaggerated versions of some of these scandalous dances. In 
Edison’s Bowery Waltz (1897), for example, a typical working-class woman  
appears to initiate the frolic, moving awkwardly toward her partner, 
only to be jerked roughly into his arms and spun backward over his 
outstretched leg in a move that sent her airborne, clinging to her part-
ner’s shoulders. Equally rough, the action in American Mutoscope and 
Biograph Company’s A Tough Dance (1902) more closely resembled the 
“violent whirling motion” that the Tribune attributed to such capers. 
Dressed in ragged attire, a couple strutted toward each other from oppo-
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site sides of the screen, until the man grabbed the woman’s arm, pulled 
her close, slapped her face, and violently twirled her about, in a short 
scene that ended with the two rolling around with each other on the 
floor.51 

No matter how accurately—or fallaciously—these films captured the 
tough dancing exhibited in the Bowery and the Levee, they remained 
pale substitutes for an actual visit to the districts’ resorts. As silent, black-
and-white movies, they necessarily failed to capture the dance halls’ rau-
cous sounds and vibrant color, nor did their focus on individual couples 
give a true impression of the resorts’ bustling, crowded environs. More-
over, the films provided no place for amusement seekers to try out the 
various dance steps they observed. This slummers did with increasing 
frequency in the early twentieth century, despite warnings that unscru-
pulous dance hall proprietors, such as the Levee’s “Dago” Frank Lewis, 
“used the ‘grizzly bear’ dance in his basement dive as a recruiting ground” 
for local brothels. According to the Chicago Tribune, “Many girls who 
were lured into the district by the strange dance have remained there as 
‘wards’ of the Italian boss.”52

Even as slummers sometimes participated in the sensual dance-floor 
antics of Levee and Bowery resorts, they simultaneously clung to no-
tions of social and sexual respectability defined, at least in part, in op-
position to the interactions they observed in these spaces. For example, 
although visitors to the dance halls of New York’s Lower East Side often 
encountered drunken immigrant and working-class women “sitting in 
the corners of the hall on the laps of their equally intoxicated partners, 
who were hugging and kissing them,” slummers usually refrained from 
such explicit displays of public affection. They also generally shunned 
the custom of “breaking,” quite popular among working-class women 
and men, in which two women began dancing together while awaiting 
the arrival of a pair of men who would “break” them into two separate  
couples, thereby allowing individuals previously unknown to each other 
to become better acquainted on the dance floor. Slummers, who usually 
arrived at such resorts as part of preestablished couples, tended to dance 
only with each other.53

Their relative affluence allowed the white middle- and upper-class 
patrons of Tenderloin and Levee establishments to eschew other sexual 
behaviors as well. Slummers could afford to indulge in the newfound 
intimacy of public leisure without having to resort to the system of sex-
ual exchange that was becoming normative among turn-of-the-century 
working-class New Yorkers and Chicagoans. Known as “treating” among  
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immigrant and working-class women, this practice involved trading 
sexual favors (or at least the promise of them) for material goods and 
cultural amusements—whether a night in a popular dance hall or a new 
dress or pair of stockings to wear on such an outing—that were other-
wise unaffordable on their more limited budgets. Distinctly separated 
from prostitution in the minds of working-class women and men, who 
viewed the former strictly in terms of sex exchanged for money, treat-
ing constituted an alternative set of sexual norms that, much to their 
parents’ dismay, was increasingly embraced by the Americanized chil-
dren of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century immigrants. Like 
the emerging new middle-class norms associated with “dating,” treating 
was part of a uniquely modern sexual framework established in direct 
relation to the rise of commercialized leisure. Practiced routinely by ra-
cialized immigrants and workers in the very dance halls and dives where 
affluent white pleasure seekers went slumming, the custom provided 
slummers with an opportune foil against which to define their own 
shifting standards of social and sexual propriety. Doubtless, some male 
slummers were the recipients of similar treats from their female peers, 
but for the most part, well-to-do whites did not engage in casual sexual 
encounters. Still, the social and sexual practices of the “treating girls” 
that women observed while slumming surely served as models for their 
later sexual transformation into emancipated New Women.54

In a similar fashion, the cross-racial working-class relations on dis-
play in Chinatown provided another opportunity for affluent white 
pleasure seekers to position themselves in relation to the more casual 
social and sexual practices of the urban red-light district. The neigh-
borhood’s opium dens, in particular, came to be understood as highly 
sexualized urban locales. Popular exposés routinely characterized them 
as inordinately intimate places where disheveled smokers lolled about 
on Chinese matting or low wooden bunks in otherwise dark, subter-
ranean cellars. In their most innocuous formulation, these were spaces 
of eroticized Chinese homosociability. Two to four Chinese men were 
typically depicted lying around a tray fitted up with bamboo pipe, lamp, 
and other utensils required for preparing the opium “pills” for smoking, 
their heads supported by wooden head rests or “l[ying] on their com-
panions, so that no space is wasted.”55

More often, however, Chinatown’s opium dens were described as 
spaces that easily rivaled the racial and sexual diversity of local black and 
tans. In Chicago, for instance, the typical den was said to “hold from 
ten to sixty people, . . . persons of both sexes, black and white, and Chi-
nese, too.” Such descriptions and their increasing incorporation of white 
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women as integral components of the Chinatown spectacle underscored 
the permeability of the cities’ social and racial boundaries, but they also 
reinforced the notion that Chinese residents posed a particular threat to 
white female virtue. Whether lying in states of dishabille in local opium  
dens or walking the district’s streets with Chinese men, “disreputable 
looking and acting white wom[e]n” became symbols of Chinatown’s dual  
perils of opium addiction and cross-racial intimacy, the latter of which—
even in cases of legal marriages—both slummers and reformers rallying 
against white slavery usually interpreted as a form of prostitution.56

Despite—or, perhaps, because of—this perception of increasing sexual  
danger, ever-growing numbers of affluent white women and men flocked 
to the cities’ Chinese quarters from the 1890s through the mid-1910s.  
Women slummers seemed especially intrigued by the district, even 
though their enthusiasm for visiting Chinatown was frequently mis-
understood during the earliest years of this slumming vogue as a sign 
of their sexual availability—if not by their white male escorts then by 
the Chinese men they encountered. Former New York medical student 
Charles Nesbitt recalled one such occasion when, in the company of 
a male journalist, he escorted “a couple of quite proper young ladies” 
to an exclusive Chinatown restaurant. Following a meal consisting of 
“a lot of presumably edible things,” the restaurant’s proprietor entered 
the couples’ private dining room to show off “a couple of magnificent 
jade bracelets.” “The girls went into ecstacies [sic]” over them, Nesbitt 
remembered, “and one of them was indiscreet enough to ask if they were 
for sale and what price.” When the Chinese proprietor “proceeded to tell 
them in unmistakable language just how each could get a bracelet with-
out the expenditure of any money,” the women fled from the room with 
their embarrassed dates close behind. Only a few weeks later did Nesbitt 
learn the cause of this confusion as he confronted the restaurant’s owner 
for having “grossly insulted our young lady friends.” Expressing great 
remorse for his impropriety, the Chinese businessman maintained that 
he “thought they were just a couple of high class whores. I didn’t dream 
that you would bring female members of your own social set to such a 
place as mine.”57

By the turn of the century, as respectable white women became more 
frequent participants in slumming excursions to the Chinatowns of New 
York and Chicago (figure 14), situations like that described by Nesbitt 
grew significantly less frequent. No doubt some well-to-do white women 
continued to be propositioned by Chinese men under the very noses of 
their husbands and dates, but for the most part, the possibility of such  
propositions was a figment of the overactive imaginations of white  
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reformers and pleasure seekers alike. Regardless, some women slummers 
appeared to use this imagined Chinese menace to justify an increased 
level of public intimacy with their dates. “Feeling they are on the thresh-
old of a mystery,” one journalist reported, when sightseers disembarked 
from a Chinatown touring car, “the women are clinging timidly to their  
escorts, or holding one another’s hands.” By the early 1910s, the district’s  
reputation for providing an excuse for more casual public intimacy had 
apparently reached national proportions. Arriving in New York after 
attending a national teachers’ conference in Boston, Bessie Casebeer 
recalled that she and several of her small-town Nebraskan colleagues 
“started for Chinatown” in a nighttime touring-car excursion, “with each  
girl in the party endeavoring to ‘get a man.’” Whether this man was 
meant for protection, snuggling, or more, the imagined threats of Chi-

14          originally printed as an illustration for william Brown Meloney’s article “Slumming in New 
York’s Chinatown” in the September 1909 issue of Munsey’s Magazine, this photograph 
is titled “a typical Party of Slummers Coming out of a Chinatown restaurant after a Mid-
night Banquet of Chop Suey and Chow Mein.” although the magazine likely staged this 
photograph, the demeanor of the group was fairly representative of the pleasure-seeking 
white women and men who visited Chinatown at the turn of the century—pointing and 
staring in apparent amazement at the so-called oddities of New York’s Chinese quarter. 
(reprinted from Munsey’s Magazine, September 1909. Collection of the Library  
of Congress.)
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natown were apparently strong enough to justify such potentially scan-
dalous behavior.58

Chinatown was not the only setting for such increased public intimacy.  
The resorts of the Bowery, the Tenderloin, and the Levee showcased a 
mélange of so-called sexual perversions and degeneracy against which af-
fluent white pleasure seekers could naturalize their own shifting notions 
of respectability.  In the black-and-tan resorts of the Levee, for instance, 
observers reported that rowdy, amorous, white slumming parties appar-
ently believed that any social or sexual infraction they might commit 
would inevitably pale in comparison with the behavior of those “whites 
and blacks [who] danced together and,” in the words of the Chicago  
Journal’s cub reporter Ben Hecht, “wiped out the color line with liquor, 
music and sex.” How else to explain the fact that while “less noisy . . .  
white men . . . str[uck] up acquaintance with colored girls living in the 
neighboring ‘buffet’ flats” and a handful of white women stealthily 
“associate[d] with colored men,” in the district’s more popular dives the 
most “conspicuous” white patrons were almost always “the ‘slummers,’ 
largely of the class who kiss on the corner while waiting for street cars 
and whose terms of endearment would be considered cause for justifiable 
murder in the far west.” Irish American attorney George Francis O’Neill 
drew a similar distinction between the acceptable shenanigans of white 
slummers and the supposed depravity of white women who dared to 
cross the sexual color line. Passing himself off as a “high class vaudeville 
actor” while assisting the Committee of Fourteen with an investigation 
of black-owned resorts, O’Neill apparently saw nothing alarming about 
the presence of “a party of white folks,” in which two of the women 
smoked cigarettes as “the colored entertainers d[id] their stunts.” But the 
white woman in another party, whom O’Neill “ascertained indirectly, of  
course, was the lover of a rather light colored negro,” he immediately 
pronounced to be “of the degenerate type as far as I can judge.”59

More surprising was slummers’ use of the sexual environs of the cit-
ies’ high-class brothels to draw a distinction between the willingness 
of well-to-do white women to participate in the increased intimacy of 
commercialized leisure and the commercial inclinations of prostitutes 
to accommodate men’s expanding sexual desires, no matter how uncon-
ventional. By the late 1890s, critics noted that “slumming parties, com-
posed of respectable men and women . . . , [we]re not infrequently found 
‘going down the line’ dropping into the houses of prostitution,” as they 
made the rounds of the red-light districts’ other “all night pest holes.” 
But the practice drew sustained public attention only in 1903, when it 
resulted in a shooting at the Levee’s infamous Everleigh Club. Labeling 
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the incident a “collision of two ‘slumming parties,’” the Chicago Tribune 
revealed that the parties in question included a bookmaker and his date, 
as well as a second party consisting of two young chorus girls and the 
victim of the shooting, who claimed to be a New York banker named 
W. H. Robinson “but . . . is understood to be a well known Chicago 
young man.” According to the newspaper, the reason for the shooting 
remained a bit of a mystery, but the fact that both slumming parties had 
chosen to spend the night at a high-class brothel appeared to arouse lit-
tle or no surprise. Though the men had probably patronized the resort’s 
prostitutes on earlier occasions, their decisions to take their dates to the 
Everleigh sisters’ gilded palace likely had less to do with sex than with 
the availability of late-night victuals and champagne, dispensed within 
the seeming domesticity of the madams’ elaborately decorated parlors. 
The brothel’s highly sexualized setting surely suggested potential pur-
suits to the women slummers, but such visitors clearly understood that 
should they choose to become physically intimate with their male com-
panions, their actions would be subjected to even more harsh scrutiny 
than the prostitutes’ paid sexual encounters.60

The distinction between women slummers’ possible pleasurable pur-
suits and the services provided by the cities’ red-light denizens was made 
even clearer by the increasing public association of the latter not simply 
with prostitution but also with the “unnatural practices” that “prevailed 
in the declining days of Rome and Greece.” To many reformers and slum-
mers alike, such descriptions referred primarily to the “circuses” or “so-
called ‘entertainments’ . . . too vile for description” that female prostitutes 
practiced with each other in an effort to drum up paying male customers. 
But the “perversions” on display in the Levee and the Tenderloin were 
not confined to “a renewal of the habits of the Lesbian lovers of the fifth 
century.” They also extended to fellatio, a sexual practice that most Amer-
icans considered both “unnatural” and “foreign”—or, more specifically, 
“French.” In at least some cases, the growing association of oral sex with 
“French girls” seems to have been well founded. Investigators visiting the 
cities’ red-light districts reported that the women who “proposed having 
intercourse . . . in an unnatural manner” often had French names and 
spoke with accents. But the designation of fellatio as “frenching”—as the 
practice came to be known colloquially—became so ubiquitous that allu-
sions to the “French houses” of the Levee and the Tenderloin were at least 
as likely to refer to brothels where prostitutes were willing to perform oral 
sex as they were to houses inhabited by women with Gallic ancestry.61

Despite the growing association of the “French perversion” with lo-
cal brothels, most turn-of-the-century female prostitutes refused to per-
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form the practice, because like most other Americans, they considered 
fellatio to be “unnatural.” As one physician noted, prostitutes’ general 
aversion to oral sex did not stop some women “in all our large cities . . . 
[from] publicly advertis[ing] themselves as devotees of this vice,” but it  
did prompt “regular prostitutes” to ostracize many of the women who did 
so. In New York, for example, an investigator for the Committee of Four-
teen reported that when “the French girls in these houses resort to unnat-
ural practices[,] . . . the other girls will not associate or eat with them.” By 
1909, however, the stigma attached to these practices seemed sufficiently 
attenuated for Levee entrepreneurs to begin championing the district’s 
“cunning, brazen, Parisian licentiousness.” Reformers reported no fewer 
than fourteen local resorts that employed the words “‘Paris’ or ‘Parisian’ 
as part of their signs” and at least one high-class house where “pervert 
methods” were said to be “used almost exclusively”—both for the greater 
remuneration they garnered and as a prophylactic against pregnancy and 
venereal disease. The fact that patrons of the latter establishment were 
“drawn from the ranks of the well-to-do, supposedly substantial and se-
lect masculinity” of Chicago evidenced the increasing popularity of oral 
sex with at least some male slummers, but their decision to satisfy such 
desires with the denizens of the Levee, rather than with women of their 
own class, underscored the constraints that continued to shape sexual 
propriety and respectability—even among the more daring, well-to-do 
whites who went slumming in the cities’ red-light districts.62

When white pleasure seekers did choose to push the bounds of re-
spectability, no Bowery or Levee resort provided more cover for their af-
fectionate explorations than one frequented by “degenerate men,” whose  
inversion of traditional gender norms made any woman’s social and 
sexual infractions—whether slummer or prostitute—seem almost con-
ventional by comparison. An investigator for New York’s Committee of 
Fourteen suggested as much when he reported on the presence of “3 male 
Fruiters” and several female prostitutes at a Chinatown dive “packed with 
women & men.” The fact that “the women sucked, same as men” was 
enough to prompt the investigator to designate the resort “D— Rotten.” 
But it was the feminine mannerisms and comportment of the joint’s fairy 
entertainer that seemed to unsettle the investigator most, both when he 
“san[g] the old fruiter song whoops my dear” and especially when he 
“took out a pow[d]er rag & looking glass & pow[d]ered his face.” In the 
Levee, reformers expressed particular concern about the apparent pride 
that some men took in upending the established gender order by ap-
pearing in public dressed in women’s clothing, wearing make-up, and 
affecting falsetto voices. “Not content with the private and crafty pursuit  



CHaPtEr tHrEE

138

of their calling,” one critic charged, “they must flaunt it in the faces of the 
public and under the very eyes of the police,” apparently taking “an in-
sane pride in their hopeless degradation.” Yet no matter how off-putting  
moral reformers found fairies’ public performances to be, they remained 
astonishingly popular attractions with turn-of-the-century slumming 
parties, providing a unique foil for slummers’ own social and sexual 
transgressions while simultaneously confirming the normative masculin-
ity and privilege of the men who participated in such activities.63

Even as the spectacle of the fairy helped to consolidate normative 
masculinity and sexuality, it also created opportunities for men to have 
sex with each other without necessarily undermining their manhood. 
As historian George Chauncey has documented, many “normal” immi-
grant and working-class men in turn-of-the-century New York regularly 
engaged in sex with fairies and female impersonators without thinking 
that there was anything remotely queer about their actions. Under the 
then-prevalent gendered framework of sexuality, a man was considered 
sexually “normal” as long as he maintained his masculinity (at least  
publicly) and played the “male’s role” in sexual encounters with a fairy 
who in turn expressed his femininity either by wearing women’s clothing  
or by adopting physical mannerisms and affectations typically associ-
ated with women. Only the fairy, who inverted his proper gender perfor-
mance and took on the “woman’s role”—or, maybe more accurately, 
the female prostitute’s role—in sexual encounters with other men was 
considered to be sexually perverse.64 

White middle-class men, emerging from an era of Victorian sexual 
restraint, were unlikely to share these immigrant and working-class sex-
ual norms. But given their attendance at the extraordinary number of  
Bowery resorts that featured fairy entertainers and female imperson-
ators, including at least one—the Palm at 392 Bowery—which had a 
reputation for being “a place where fancy gentlemen go,” it seems likely 
that at least some male slummers sought out sexual favors from the fair-
ies they encountered. Certainly the resorts attempted to promote such 
interactions by permitting the fairies to walk around, “soliciting men at 
the tables.” On some evenings, an undercover investigator noted, they 
even “promised to give a show, as they call it”—apparently a live sexual 
performance. How successful such shows were in drumming up custom-
ers is apparently lost to history, but the prevalence with which they 
were staged in the slummer-infested Bowery of the 1890s suggests that 
they met with at least moderate success.65

By no means did all the slumming parties who visited such resorts  
find them entertaining or even acceptable. Arriving in New York in the 
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1890s when “it was considered very smart to go slumming,” Mary Casal 
recalled that both she and a female friend decided they “wanted to see 
everything and do as the rest of the people were doing.” Engaging “two 
men friends who knew the ropes” to take them on a tour of the Bowery, 
they set out for what Casal described as a “night of frightful experi-
ences” and soon resolved that the “one night was all we ever wanted of 
slumming.” Expressing disgust at “the ugliness of the displays we saw 
as we hurried from one horrid but famous resort to another,” she later 
determined that the tour had at least some redeeming benefits. “In the 
study of types, it was a good school. Seeing hundreds of male inverts, for 
instance, gathered together in a group made it easy to recognize them 
on any occasion where we might meet or see them, and so avoid any 
contact.”66

The fact that Casal felt such aversion to the fairies she encountered 
on her slumming excursion, despite being romantically and sexually 
involved with the woman who accompanied her, underscores just how 
different turn-of-the-century conceptions of sexual normalcy were from 
those delimited in later decades by the increasingly hegemonic hetero/
homo sexual dyad. At a time when sexual abnormality was defined not 
by the expression of one’s sexual desire for a person of the same sex but 
by one’s adoption of the mannerisms, public comportment, and even 
sexual roles commonly associated with members of the so-called oppo-
site sex, Casal and her companion could regard themselves as “normal,” 
properly gendered, middle-class women, even as they considered the 
flamboyantly feminine men they encountered in the Bowery to be sex-
ual deviants. Other middle- and upper-class whites might have balked 
at Casal’s casual equation of her devotion to another woman with “the 
very highest type of human love,” but they likely would have accepted 
the notion that these two otherwise respectable, feminine women could 
hardly be classified as sexual degenerates. That designation was reserved 
primarily for the fairies and occasional mannish women whom slum-
mers happened upon in the immigrant and working-class resorts of New 
York and Chicago and who so unabashedly violated the gender norms 
that demarcated sexual normalcy and respectability in the 1890s.67

“We have been pestered to death”: Immigrant and Working-Class 
Resistance to the Slumming Trade

Whether pursuing the promise of sexualized and racialized amusements 
or motivated by a genuine desire to improve—or at least document—the 
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social conditions in the immigrant and working-class districts of New 
York and Chicago, by the turn of the century a steady stream of soci-
ologists, urban reformers, and slummers nightly flowed into the cities’ 
red-light districts and slums. Members of each of these groups offered 
their own justifications for their visits, but to the hard-working women 
and men on the receiving end of this flood, the distinctions the visitors 
drew between thrill-seeking and more well-meaning sociological inquiry 
and benevolent work were nearly meaningless. Some of the cities’ im-
migrant and working-class residents expressed an initial sense of amuse-
ment with the craze for slumming, but in time most complained that it 
was “inconvenient to be intruded upon at all hours by streams of well-
dressed people,” no matter their intention. As the number of interlopers 
grew, residents perceived even less disparity among the moral reformer, 
the social worker, and the fun-loving slummer. At least in part, this was 
a direct result of the visitors’ attempts to blur the characteristics that 
usually distinguished these different types. Social-purity activists regu-
larly posed as ordinary pleasure seekers in order to gain access to the 
districts’ rowdier resorts, and on occasion, random thrill seekers adopted 
the guise of social workers to get an even closer look at how the other 
half lived. Expressing little, if any, hesitation about his participation in 
the latter practice, the novelist William Dean Howells recalled that, on 
one occasion during the early 1890s, he barged into the tenement flats 
of the Lower East Side “without any ceremony but the robust ‘Good-
morning!’ my companion gave them by ways of accounting for our 
presence.” Half-heartedly attempting to view his incursion through the 
residents’ eyes, Howells later acknowledged, “They may have taken us 
for detectives, or agents of benevolent societies, or journalists in search 
of copy.”68

By the late nineteenth century, such incursions into immigrant and 
working-class districts were increasingly met with rancor and animosity. 
When candlesticks, religious texts and other heirlooms went missing 
after their homes were “investigated” by women and men posing to 
be sociologists, residents of Chicago’s West Side Ghetto began organiz-
ing to combat the influx of slumming parties in their neighborhoods. 
“We have been pestered to death,” a Russian immigrant typesetter for 
one of Chicago’s Jewish dailies remarked, “and I favor anything that 
will put a stop to the nuisance.” Among the remedies that he suggested 
was one particularly creative idea: “Next time a party of them comes to 
my house,” he told the Chicago Tribune, “I am going to ask each mem-
ber where he lives and tell them that I am coming, with a party of my 
friends, to their houses to make an investigation of my own.”69
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Although this declaration might seem more of an exasperated joke than 
a true plan of action, in 1883 Bowery entrepreneur Billy McGlory invited 
more than fifty revelers at one of his notorious Armory Hall masquer-
ades to undertake a sort of “reverse-slumming” expedition into elite New 
York neighborhoods. Never one for subtlety, McGlory chose to thumb his 
nose at New York society by booking the banquet hall at the high-toned 
Brunswick Hotel for a late-night supper of unprecedented ribaldry. When 
he arrived in a “queer, drunken procession, headed by a brass band” and 
accompanied by more than a dozen prostitutes and at least “three young 
men in women’s costumes,” the hotel’s upper-class patrons were suitably 
scandalized. According to one account of the proceedings, they were not 
only rendered “speechless with astonishment that such goings on could 
happen at the intensely respectable Brunswick” but were so incensed by 
this challenge to their propriety that they soon shunned the hotel, lest 
they be tainted by its association with such disrepute.70

But not all reverse-slumming excursions were intended as attacks on 
the status and pretensions of the urban elite. The Reverend Father Hun-
tington, for instance, had no such objectives in mind when he urged 
those in attendance at a national convention of shirt makers in 1892 to 
organize “a delegation from the down-town East Side . . . [to] ‘go slum-
ming’ among those who ‘dwell at ease and revel in luxuries.’” Rather, 
he hoped that by reversing the geographic and cultural border-crossings 
of New York’s more affluent residents, his followers might “evok[e] the 
sympathy of the wealthy and the public for the hard lot of the poor.” 
For the most part, however, this strategy not only fell short in its efforts 
to generate significant compassion and charity for the slum-dwellers of 
New York but also failed to shame the well-to-do into looking elsewhere 
for their entertainment and pleasure.71

Immigrant and working-class activists who hoped to stem the incur-
sion of affluent thrill seekers into their neighborhoods generally focused 
their regulatory efforts not on the women and men who visited their 
communities but on the residents who, whether intentionally or not, 
contributed to the appeal that these districts had to curious outsiders. 
Hoping to make their neighborhoods less enticing to slummers, local 
business and religious leaders urged their fellow residents to minimize 
the sense of spectacle that encouraged middle- and upper-class whites to 
tour their neighborhoods in the first place. To avoid “giv[ing] the Ameri-
cans another point on which to jeer the Italian,” the editors of Chicago’s  
Italian daily L’Italia urged their readers to help recent immigrants learn 
how to comport themselves in an urban environment. In the summer of 
1892, the newspaper even decried what it deemed “the shameful spectacle  
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of Italian women with bodice open and breasts exposed, nursing their 
babies” on the streets of the city’s Near West Side. “Neither drunkards’ 
obscene remarks nor the sarcasm of pedestrians serve to awaken in them 
a feeling of shame for their immodest behavior,” the paper reported, 
ignoring any possibility that such behavior was neither immodest nor 
shameful.72

Jewish leaders in Chicago and New York likewise admonished recent im-
migrants in their own communities. At the turn of the century, the Ghetto 
districts of Chicago’s West Side and New York’s Lower East Side housed 
many of the cities’ most open and prosperous brothels and disreputable 
resorts—a predicament that, according to many reform-minded middle- 
class Jews who had generally immigrated years earlier from Germany, 
was directly attributable to the districts’ uneducated eastern European 
residents. Following investigations of the cities’ Jewish neighborhoods,  
Dr. David Blaustein, superintendent of the Educational Alliance (formerly 
the Hebrew Institute), reported that “vice was forced upon th[e]se dis-
tricts by the divekeepers” who took advantage of recent immigrants’ igno-
rance of U.S. anti-vice laws. Hoping to counter this system of exploitation, 
Blaustein recalled that his organization “began a campaign of education 
and agitation. We went among the Jews and told them they didn’t have to 
have these dives among them if they didn’t want to.”73

In reality, not all of the illicit activities in the Ghetto districts were 
imposed from outside, and a significant number of Jewish men and 
women profited from this trade. In 1907, an investigation of Chicago’s 
West Side requested by Adolf Kraus, president of the Independent Order 
of B’nai B’rith and former Corporation Counsel for the City of Chicago, 
“found that of the traffickers in women in that district about twenty per 
cent were Jews.” Two years later, when Julius Frank, the president of Chi-
cago’s Congregation Anshe Calvaria, was on trial with his brother Louis 
for running disorderly houses on the city’s West Side, local authorities 
alleged that “seventy-five per cent of the white slave trade in Chicago 
is in Jewish hands.” While such figures were almost certainly exagger-
ated, the undeniable involvement of at least some prominent Jews in 
the commercialized sex industry prompted an unprecedented level of 
mobilization among reform-minded businessmen, rabbis, and women’s 
club leaders. Recognizing that the presence of even one crime lord in 
their midst confirmed white Americans’ most egregious stereotypes of 
Jewish avarice and degeneracy, Jewish leaders in Chicago and New York 
insisted that their communities take a more active role in prosecuting 
those immigrants involved in prostitution. “The sooner such creatures 
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are cleaned out,” one Jewish newspaper editorialized, “the better it will 
be for the Jews of the world in general and of America in particular.”74

Following a similar line of logic, black clergy and community lead-
ers in New York and Chicago also worked to curtail the proliferation of 
prostitution and disreputable resorts in their neighborhoods. Like the 
cities’ Jewish and Italian community leaders, they were motivated by 
two major objectives. First, they hoped to create habitable neighbor-
hoods for respectable black families within the segregated confines of 
the black Tenderloin and the Levee. Such was the primary motivation, 
for instance, of the Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Sr.’s 1909 campaign 
to convert and baptize the “pimps, prostitutes, [and] keepers of dives 
and gambling dens” who lived and worked in close proximity to the 
Abyssinian Baptist Church, then located in the heart of the black Ten-
derloin on Fortieth Street between Seventh and Eighth avenues. Second, 
community leaders sought to challenge the increasingly dangerous as-
sociation in the minds of many white Americans of blacks with sexual 
licentiousness. In New York, residents of the black Tenderloin learned 
firsthand about this danger in August 1900 when a full-scale race riot 
broke out on the city’s West Side, following the killing of a white un-
dercover policeman during the arrest of a black woman at the corner of 
Forty-first Street and Eighth Avenue. Whether one believed the official 
police story that May Enoch’s arrest had been prompted by her alleged 
“soliciting” on the street or the account of her “husband,” Arthur Harris, 
that the killing was the inadvertent result of his attempt to rescue May 
from “the grasp of a [white] man in citizen’s dress,” the message was 
clear: the interaction of blacks and whites in sex-related settings could 
prove deadly.75

Although many immigrant and working-class activists preferred to 
establish community-based groups to oversee their reform efforts, others 
found it more expedient to join forces with preexisting white middle-
class reform organizations. Such coalitions helped to curtail the prolif-
eration of commercialized sex in local neighborhoods and provided a 
more authoritative platform from which to contest the influx of slum-
mers. In the winter of 1901, for instance, several Chinese immigrants 
served as translators and guides when officers from New York’s Commit-
tee of Fifteen investigated and raided a number of Chinatown resorts. 
No doubt some of these men used local authorities to get even with rival 
tongs, but others, especially those involved in Chinese missionary or-
ganizations, seem to have resolved that such cross-racial alliances were 
the surest means both to protect their fellow countrymen from falling 



CHaPtEr tHrEE

144

victim to police exploitation and to rout from their midst a “high class” 
opium den that catered primarily to affluent whites. A decade later, Fred  
R. Moore, the conservative editor of the black-owned weekly New York 
Age, provided similar assistance to the city’s Committee of Fourteen 
by chairing an auxiliary “Committee of Five” black businessmen who  
assisted the white anti-vice organization with its investigations of New 
York’s black-and-tan resorts. Employing its own investigators for at 
least one year, the auxiliary gathered evidence to force black saloon-
keepers to sign pledges that they would forfeit their liquor licenses if 
they “admit[ted] male whites to any part of the license[d] premises to 
which colored women are admitted” or “admit[ted] at any time any 
white women.” Failure to live up to such agreements resulted either in 
the committee’s pressuring brewers and surety companies to end their 
support of the offending black and tan or in its urging police to raid and 
prosecute the venue, permanently terminating its city licenses.76

While the Committee of Five thus accepted the equation of cross- 
racial socializing with immorality and even criminality, other black ac-
tivists decried this view. In 1908, in the midst of a sustained crackdown  
on black saloonkeepers, editor and publisher David Elliott Tobias 
launched a decade-long campaign against the Committee of Fourteen, 
accusing its leadership of being “most unfair and wholly unjust to col-
ored people.” According to Tobias, the committee was much more likely 
to pressure local officials not to renew the liquor licenses of black-run 
establishments than to impede the operations of more pernicious all-
white saloons, because the former provided public spaces where blacks 
and whites could interact—the mere existence of which seemed to prove 
the existence of immorality to the committee’s leadership.77

Profiting from the Slums

Given the enormous profits to be made, some residents of immigrant 
and working-class Chicago and New York embraced the lucrative po-
tential of slumming. At the height of Chinatown’s popularity among 
tourists, local businessmen kept their establishments open as late as 3:00 
a.m., well beyond the hours kept by their regular patrons, prompting 
at least one reporter to note that “the liveliest and best times for busi-
ness there are after midnight.” Immigrant and working-class impresarios 
in Chicago’s Levee district and in New York’s Tenderloin and Bowery  
adopted similar hours, capitalizing on the same thrill-seeking crowds. A  
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waiter at one of the Lower East Side’s most popular resorts reported that 
the arrival of the well-to-do almost always translated into an increase 
in “sales, especially of wine.” Another observer noted that sightseers in 
the concert halls of the Bowery “usually spend something,” unlike the 
resorts’ regular patrons, yet they “do not remain long,” allowing resort-
keepers to usher through several successive waves of curiosity-seekers 
each evening.78

Opportunities for making money from slumming abounded. Some  
of the more enterprising residents of immigrant and working-class neigh-
borhoods secured jobs as guides on the “rubberneck wagons,” or, tour-
ing cars, that shepherded the more cautious visitors through the Bowery, 
Chinatown, and the Levee. But for those who valued their independence 
and were prone to showmanship, the role of the independent “slum-
ming guide” could prove quite profitable. In the short-lived sporting 
paper The Tenderloin, which was first published in 1898, industrious 
young men advertised their services in providing introductions to the 
district’s brothels and concert saloons, as well as to the popular resorts 
of the Bowery and Chinatown. While such ads provoked the wrath of 
state legislators serving on the Mazet Committee in 1899, within just 
a few years, similar businesses were so widespread—and slumming so 
popular—that at least one resident of Chicago’s Near West Side felt en-
tirely comfortable seeking police approval to open what he referred to 
as a “guide system to escort slumming parties and show strangers the 
‘sights.’” Such professional escorts were especially popular for nighttime 
visits to Chinatown, creating opportunities for at least some immigrant 
and working-class men to position themselves as vital bridges between 
the world of affluent whites and that of the mysterious Chinese.79

The most famous of these guides, or, “lobbygows,” as they were known 
in the cities’ Chinese quarters, was Chuck Connors. A native-born white 
working-class character, Connors gave up his work as a bouncer in vari-
ous Bowery dives in favor of conducting highly orchestrated slumming 
tours through Chinatown. Dressed in the pearly button-covered attire of 
the Cockney costermonger, he treated his customers to a series of China-
town sights: the Mott Street joss house; the popular Chinese theater; the 
drinking, dancing, and “deviltries” of the Chatham Club; and the hor-
rible “reality” of a staged opium den. “He knew how to stage a convinc-
ing show,” the not-yet-famous Chatham Club pianist Jimmy Durante 
recalled. “The tourists were certain they had seen the real thing.”80

Such performances flourished as the owners of popular slumming re-
sorts in the Bowery, the Tenderloin, and the Levee routinely played up 
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the exoticism of their surroundings to manufacture the very spectacles 
that slummers hoped to spy. In the black-and-tan dives of the Tender-
loin and the Levee, these performances were often blatant, as hyped-
up ragtime bands beat out a rhythm that allowed slumming gentlemen 
to gain a glimpse of black flesh underneath the swirling skirts of the 
clubs’ female dancers. The Yiddish and Italian theaters on the Bowery 
and similar venues on Chicago’s West Side also provided introductions 
to “authentic” musical and dance performances, as well as stereotypical 
representations both of Old World types and of misguided immigrant 
youths, including the “Ghetto Girl,” who was lured into decadence by 
the bright lights and abundant consumer goods of the American city. 
But in other cases, the performances were more covert. After his Bow-
ery saloon gained a reputation among amusement seekers for being a 
place where one might rub shoulders with some of the more renowned 
pugilists of the day, the infamous Steve Brodie was apparently reluctant 
to disappoint. Neighborhood author Owen Kildare recalled that Brodie 
often cajoled saloon regulars into impersonating famous boxers if none 
were present when a gaggle of thrill seekers arrived. On at least one oc-
casion, Kildare himself even joined in the production of this artificial 
spectacle, portraying the bare-knuckle boxer Jake Kilrain.81

The most spectacular performances were staged in Chinatown, draw-
ing unsuspecting visitors on an almost nightly basis. Realizing that slum-
mers visited the district not only to seek out exotic titillation but also 
to confront their fears of the unknown, local entrepreneurs often delib-
erately set out to frighten their customers when creating Chinatown’s  
more popular attractions. By arrangement with the larger touring-car 
companies or with slumming guides such as Connors, visitors to New 
York’s Chinatown were sometimes treated to gunfights on Pell or Mott 
streets, timed specifically for their arrival and carefully scripted to call 
to mind the tabloid news coverage of local tong wars. But the most 
provocative and potentially “dangerous” sight that drew slummers to 
Chinatown was the renowned opium den. Although many tourists left 
Chinatown convinced that they had obtained a glimpse of “one of the 
world’s wickedest spots,” in most cases, slummers had seen little more 
than an elaborate stage show. Typical among these was the interracial 
spectacle produced by Georgie Yee and a “white woman, with hollow 
cheeks and bare, bony arms,” who lay on a platform in his second-story 
joint, making preparations to smoke opium. Not only was this scenario 
performed “anywhere from ten to twenty times a night, for pay,” one 
popular magazine reported, but it was actually the product of profes-
sional actors. “The Chinaman was a member of a theatrical troupe,” the 
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magazine noted, while “his wife had a place in polite vaudeville under 
a name which has been forgotten.” (Ironically, the couple’s real-life in-
terracial marriage probably would have unsettled slummers almost as 
much as the scene they staged.)82

Theatricality became so integral to the turn-of-the-century slumming 
spectacle that it was easily transposed to stage and screen, thereby en-
gaging an even larger audience in the sexual and racial encounters that 
characterized such urban adventures. In Irish American playwright and 
producer Edward Harrigan’s popular 1894 comedy Notoriety, for exam-
ple, audiences were transported to “a low groggery kept by a negro in 
the black Tenderloin, where a group of white women from the Atwater 
Temperance Mission interrupted “a white ‘crook,’ a shabby boy, and a 
flashily-attired darky . . . playing poker.” The play’s use of white actors 
in blackface to portray the black characters in this scene mitigated the 
cross-racial peril it implied, even as it perpetuated racist stereotypes and 
practices that kept black and white actors from sharing the same stage. 
But other theatrical productions of the day were more faithful to the 
racial dynamics of slumming. When Brooklyn’s Star Theater staged an 
1899 sketch entitled “Slumming,” the producers employed Chin Yuen 
Dong, “the original Chinese actor,” and “announced that a correct rep-
resentation of a Chinese opium joint will be given, with every one,” in-
cluding presumably some of the white slummers featured in the scene, 
“smoking a real pipe.”83

This penchant for realism in theatrical slumming tours was magni-
fied by productions of Robert Neilson Stephens’s comedy On the Bowery  
(1893) and Edmund E. Price’s melodrama In the Tenderloin, both of which  
were produced by Lower East Side theaters in the autumn of 1894, be-
fore undertaking road tours to other urban locales. Earlier plays had  
offered glimpses into simulated versions of New York’s underworld, but 
these two were the first to feature actual Bowery and Tenderloin person-
alities alongside professional actors. At performances of On the Bowery, 
New York theater goers encountered saloonkeeper Steve Brodie, who 
had risen to fame in 1886 after surviving an alleged stunt-jump off the 
Brooklyn Bridge. Appearing as himself in a mock-up of his notorious 
Bowery saloon, Brodie recited a few lines, performed a musical number, 
and even rescued the show’s heroine from the East River after her own 
dramatic tumble from the city’s famed bridge. On the road, the cast was 
supplemented by other Bowery characters, including renowned China-
town tour guide Chuck Connors who appeared in an 1897 performance 
of the play in Charleston, South Carolina. George Washington Leder-
er’s production of In the Tenderloin similarly introduced theater-going  
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slummers—both in New York and in localities such as New Haven, Syra-
cuse, Youngstown, and Indianapolis—to what one Cincinnati newspaper 
approvingly called “a facsimile of occurrences in the heart of New York.” 
The show’s professional cast impersonated several notable New Yorkers, 
but the real stars of the show were Tom Gould and George Appo—the 
former, the proprietor of the popular Tenderloin resort known as the 
Sans Souci; the latter, a Chinese Irish American petty criminal, whose 
celebrity stemmed from his testimony about police corruption and 
crime before the 1894 Lexow Committee.84

Even as these staged spectaculars permitted out-of-towners and timid 
New Yorkers alike to sample the raucous atmosphere of the Tenderloin 
and the Bowery without ever setting foot in one of the districts’ notori-
ous resorts, the fact that these shows were originally staged in Lower 
East Side theaters suggests that producers also intended them to provide 
immigrant and working-class audiences with an opportunity to ridicule 
affluent white pleasure seekers. This was certainly the case with Loney 
Haskell’s winsome burletta, Slumming, which Hurtig & Seamon’s Bowery 

15          this 1898 poster for Hurtig & Seamon’s Bowery Burlesquers advertised the traveling 
troupe’s original burletta, Slumming, a musical farce lampooning the “latest New York 
craze.” Performed in working-class theaters on New York’s Lower East Side and in similar 
theaters throughout the country during the late 1890s and early 1900s, this show allowed 
audiences to laugh at the antics of well-to-do white curiosity seekers. (reprinted from the 
collection of the Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.)
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Burlesquers performed in working-class theaters across the country for 
several years beginning around 1898. Described by the popular press, as 
well as by the company’s own advertisements, as a “satire on the latest 
New York craze” (figure 15), this popular show followed a “slumming 
party of Fifth Avenue New Yorkers” as they visited a Chinese opium 
joint, a Bowery concert-saloon, and the Essex Market Police Court—all 
the while mocking the party’s “often ludicrous actions and doings.”85

Similar portrayals of slumming pervaded early film, inviting immi-
grant and working-class audiences both to laugh at the discomfiture of 
amusement seekers and to think up new ways of exploiting their seem-
ingly unremitting gullibility. Never was this focus more obvious than in 
the D. W. Griffith collaboration, The Deceived Slumming Party (American 
Mutoscope & Biograph, 1908), in which a touring car filled with slum-
mers left 42nd Street for the thrills and perils of Chinatown and the 
Bowery. At each stop on their excursion, the tourists were jolted by un-
expected frights: a police raid and the apparent suicide of a white female 
addict in a Chinatown opium den, the appearance of a rat in a Chinese 
restaurant causing one woman slummer to fall into a sausage-making 
machine, and the fisticuffs in a tough Bowery dive that seemingly led to 
murder. In each case, the slummers’ guide appeared to shepherd them 
back to safety just in the nick of time, leaving them shaken but suffi-
ciently thrilled. But viewers of the film knew otherwise, and when the 
tour guide returned to each locale to pay off the actors who had staged 
these scenes, audiences were prompted to laugh at the slummers’ cre-
dulity and fright. The film may have warned middle-class viewers about 
the potential cons awaiting them on slumming expeditions in New York 
and other cities, but ultimately it glorified the cunning and guile of im-
migrant and working-class entrepreneurs who profited handsomely 
from the curiosity and misconceptions of the well-to-do.86

While such elaborate performances were by no means uncommon in 
real life, they were only the most obvious of many ways that immigrant 
and working-class women and men set out to exploit the slummers who 
visited local establishments. Levee dance hall proprietor Ike Bloom was 
among the first to employ attractive working-class “hostesses” both to 
provide dancing partners for solo male customers and to entice them to 
purchase round after round of drinks for themselves and their temporary 
female companions. A number of other Levee, Tenderloin, and Bowery 
resorts followed suit, using women and wine to bilk their male custom-
ers of as much coin as possible. The roughest of them even resorted to 
adding “knockout drops” to the drinks of particularly gullible patrons 
who made the crucial mistake of flashing their overstuffed wallets. 87
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Despite the efficiency of the “knockout” approach in lifting excess 
cash from well-to-do patrons, most dive keepers steered clear of such 
vicious and obvious tactics—especially as more and more women began 
to accompany their husbands and boyfriends on slumming excursions. 
Instead, they adopted the more subtle practice of stacking the check, 
presenting outrageously inflated bar tabs to men who were either too 
intoxicated to notice or would likely be too embarrassed to raise a fuss. 
Another favorite practice among Bowery waiters was to cheat distracted  
customers as they paid their checks and readied to leave. Counting back 
the customer’s change, the more dexterous of local waitstaff simply 
employed sleight of hand to slip an extra five- or ten-dollar note into 
their own pockets. Out-of-town tourists were especially vulnerable to 
the schemes of underhanded resort keepers and slumming guides. In the 
summer of 1911, Professor J. W. Shields of Springfield, Illinois, alleged 
that “he was robbed of $180 by three men after he had engaged one of 
them to take him ‘slumming.’” Muncie, Indiana, resident Carl Andrew 
Shirk told a similar tale, suing a local broker whom he had met at the 
Chicago Athletic Club in February 1907, after the latter refused to return 
the $38 that had been left in his “safe keeping” when Shirk became so 
intoxicated “on a tour of the ‘red light district’” that he had to check in 
to a Levee hotel for the night.88

Even female slummers occasionally found themselves targets of decep-
tion and robbery. In January 1906, for example, Mrs. Frank Chamberlain 
reported the alleged theft of a $400 diamond pendant while on a slum-
ming tour of the Levee with a female friend and two men they had met 
earlier that night at a local restaurant. Nearly nine years later, the Chicago 
Tribune carried a story reporting the disappearance of “a $500 diamond 
sunburst brooch,” lost by one Addie C. Keiller, a prosperous widow who 
had gone out to “see the bright lights” with four young men. Unlike the 
stories of gullible male pleasure seekers, which were usually more factual 
than didactic, newspaper accounts of swindled women slummers often 
became morality tales documenting the urban perils that confronted 
women who played too fast or failed to remain within the patriarchal 
domain of their protective husbands. Recounting the circumstances of 
Mrs. Chamberlain’s mishap, the local press carefully relayed the fact that 
her husband was away on business in San Francisco, quoting her in ways 
that underscored her seeming inability to think for herself. “I did not 
know there was any harm in it,” she allegedly professed. “I had read 
about slumming parties and I thought it would be great fun. . . . I don’t 
know what my husband will think.” The intended message was clear: 
wives should accede to their husbands’ greater knowledge and authority, 
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whether or not they were physically present. Husbandless women like 
Addie Keiller were subjected to even greater moral chastening if caught 
in similar situations. Playing up the difference between her age—“her 
hair is tinged gray”—and the youth of her male companions, the Tribune 
suggested not only that Keiller had stepped well outside the bounds of 
propriety but also that her financial loss was nothing less than due rec-
ompense for such unladylike behavior.89

In addition to being targeted by moral reformers and unscrupulous 
slumming guides, women slummers were also greeted in immigrant and 
working-class resorts by male patrons and proprietors who offered pro-
tection, romance, or some combination of the two. While visiting Barron  
Wilkins’s popular Tenderloin black and tan during the winter of 1910, 
a woman investigator for New York’s Committee of Fourteen became 
the object of such unsolicited male attention. Almost immediately after 
she and a female companion entered the resort, the investigator later 
recalled, they were joined by “two men, well dressed—one with an array  
of diamond rings and pins—” who “engaged in conversation, and paid 
for our drinks.” Despite the likelihood that the men hoped to spark some  
intimacy, the investigator noted that they made no untoward advances 
and appeared genuinely concerned for the women’s safety. “When I an-
nounced that I was going to leave for Diggs’ Place,” another nearby black 
and tan, she reported, “the man looked surprised, and said that was too  
tough for us.” Hoping to discourage the women from their proposed ex-
cursion, he added “that he never went there, because he was afraid of 
getting into trouble.”90

Protective—and even restrictive—measure were a regular feature of 
women’s slumming experiences. Like pleasure-seeking immigrant and 
working-class women, female slummers were expected to enter the re-
sorts through their side or rear “ladies’ entrances,” as mandated by local 
law, and were often denied entry if not escorted by men. Once inside, 
however, they were usually granted as much free rein to drink and mix 
with other patrons as working-class women had already claimed for 
themselves. But, as the journalist Neith Boyce learned when she accom-
panied her future husband Hutchins Hapgood to “the backroom of a 
tough saloon on Eighth Avenue,” the freedom that women enjoyed in 
Tenderloin resorts was by no means unlimited. At a resort “where women  
were admitted to drink, and where rough conduct was not frowned 
upon,” Hapgood recalled that Boyce’s attempt to light up a cigarette 
provoked an immediate rebuke of her unladylike behavior. “The bar-
tender came over to our table and indignantly said to her: ‘Say, where 
do you think you are? The Ritz?’” suggesting that the female inhabitants 
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of the slum were in some respects held to stricter codes of behavior than 
middle- and upper-class women faced in elite venues.91

Although male slummers enjoyed a good deal more leeway in the re-
sorts of the Bowery, the Tenderloin, and the Levee, they, like their female  
counterparts, were required to conform to particular codes of behavior. 
Among the most common restrictions were limitations on their ability 
to interact with the female immigrant and working-class patrons. Re-
straints on casual interactions with local women were especially preva-
lent when they entailed crossing the color line that separated black from 
white. Because black and tans were subjected to intense scrutiny from 
moral reformers, the proprietors of such resorts often refused to “serve 
unaccompanied white men in [the] rear room” where they might social-
ize with black women, both because they wished to avoid riling local 
authorities and because they suspected, often correctly, that unfamiliar 
white male patrons were likely to be anti-vice investigators or under-
cover policemen. “They would probably serve a white man in rear room 
if they knew him well,” an investigator noted of one Tenderloin black 
and tan, “but [they] will not take a chance on a stranger.”92

Whether enforced by proprietors or patrons, the informal rules of 
conduct that governed interactions at popular slumming venues served 
several important functions. They helped to maintain a sense of deco-
rum that enabled these resorts to avert potential anti-vice investigations 
and raids by coaxing—or even compelling—rowdy patrons to modify  
their behavior. For example, when confronted with a particularly boister-
ous New York crowd at George Lee’s black and tan, the black bartender 
established order by reminding customers, “You all don’t want the white 
folks to get after us.” Resorts also enforced house rules to ensure their 
reputations as safe destinations for slummers to visit. At McGurk’s Sport-
ing House on the Bowery, the management attracted male patrons by 
discouraging pickpocketing on site. “If a woman robbed a visitor while in 
this dive, whether caught in the act or afterwards identified by the man 
whose companion she had been,” one observer noted, “she was com-
pelled to disgorge her booty and could not again enter the place. This in 
part,” he aptly acknowledged, “accounted for its popularity.” But at most 
resorts, it appears that house rules were less a part of daily operations 
than a mechanism invoked by resort keepers and patrons to camouflage 
the usual goings-on in such establishments when undercover investiga-
tors visited. “The young people who attend these balls know immedi-
ately when a person different from themselves appears in the hall,” one 
New York investigator noted. “At once the dance becomes modest and 
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sedate and the visitor goes away to report ‘that while conditions are not 
what they should be, yet on the whole there is great improvement.’ ”93

 
The informal tactics that immigrant and working-class youths employed 
to protect neighborhood resorts from the regulatory actions of the po-
lice and urban reformers often proved sufficient to safeguard the con-
tinued operation of such nightspots, as well as their appeal to intrepid 
slummers. But in the early twentieth century, municipal authorities in 
both Chicago and New York launched more vigorous and sustained 
campaigns against the cities’ red-light districts and other working-class 
amusements, which not only resulted in the closure of most of the cit-
ies’ slumming venues but also fundamentally reshaped the practice of 
slumming itself. Although slumming had originated as a spatial negotia-
tion by middle- and upper-class whites of the rapidly expanding, racial-
ized immigrant and working-class enclaves of late-nineteenth-century 
cities, by the early 1910s the practice had largely been detached from 
the slum itself, becoming focused instead on the tearooms and cafés 
frequented by artists, writers, and political radicals. These bohemians, 
like their immigrant and working-class counterparts, occupied parts of 
the city where ramshackle buildings and commercial amusements made 
life seem edgier and, therefore, more appealing to well-to-do white thrill 
seekers. But the geographic location of these districts and the condition 
of their physical environs ultimately proved less central to their emer-
gence as popular new slumming destinations than the fact that, like the 
earlier red-light districts of Chicago and New York, the cities’ bohemian 
enclaves gave rise to leisure practices that diverged from white middle- 
and upper-class social and sexual norms.

Grounded in emerging medical and political discourses, the bohemian 
emphasis on free love and on women’s social and sexual independence 
provided yet another venue of urban intrigue and escapism for slum-
mers. Even as bohemians themselves were negotiating the complexities  
of translating theories of sexual identity into the practice of sexual libera-
tion, the increasing presence of thrill seekers in bohemian Towertown 
and Greenwich Village complicated the dynamics of urban sexual and 
racial interactions. Participating in the districts’ new sexualized and ra-
cialized leisure pursuits, bohemians and slummers not only contributed 
to the further reconfiguration of sexual norms and notions of respect-
ability but also began to challenge the general public’s understanding of 
racial and sexual difference.
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The Search for Bohemian 
Thrillage

At the turn of the twentieth century, as slummers flocked  
to the immigrant and working-class amusements of Chica-
go’s Levee and New York’s Bowery and Tenderloin, a number 
of promising young white artists and radicals ventured into 
these same districts to document their rich cultural tradi-
tions. Setting themselves apart from the “well-to-do persons”  
who visited these neighborhoods “merely from motives of 
curiosity or philanthropy,” this bohemian group insisted that  
their ventures were motivated instead by either political or 
aesthetic concerns. “I was led to spend much time in certain  
poor resorts of Yiddish New York,” Hutchins Hapgood noted 
in his 1902 study The Spirit of the Ghetto, “not through mo-
tives either philanthropic or sociological, but simply by vir-
tue of the charm I felt in men and things there.”1

Many of the era’s prominent artists and writers—John 
Sloan, Sherwood Anderson, and Stephen Crane among 
them—expressed similar sentiments. Despite such assertions, 
however, bohemian ventures into these neighborhoods  
had much to do with earliest slumming vogue. Their ex-
cursions to the cities’ red-light districts and slums often 
differed little from those undertaken by more obvious slum-
mers. As bohemian writer and journalist Ben Hecht later re-
called, he was often much “less purposeful” while visiting 
Chicago’s Levee “and more like my colleagues, drunk and 
staggering on Saturday nights from saloon to saloon, sit-
ting among bawds and pimps in Colisimo’s Café.” The ef-
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fect of bohemians’ participation was even more profound, because their  
books and art depicting immigrant and working-class neighborhoods 
further stimulated popular interest in slumming.2

The relationship between slumming and bohemianism grew even 
more complicated by the outbreak of the First World War. As aggres-
sive anti-vice campaigns successfully forced the closure of nearly all the 
slumming destinations of the Bowery, the Tenderloin, and the Levee in 
the 1910s, affluent whites instead directed their attention toward the 
very neighborhoods, studios, and tearooms that the cities’ white bohe-
mian artists and radicals claimed as their own. Invited to slip “Down 
the Rabbit Hole” at the Mad Hatter tearoom in New York’s Greenwich 
Village and to “Step high, stoop low, [and] leave your dignity outside” 
at the Dill Pickle Club in Chicago’s Towertown, intrepid pleasure seekers 
invaded such spaces by the thousands. As they exchanged the rough-
and-tumble atmosphere of the cities’ working-class amusements for the 
more fanciful, if still ramshackle, basement and alleyway nightspots of 
bohemia, slummers discovered an alternate source of amusement and a 
retreat from the exigencies of everyday life.3

The increasingly impersonal character of urban workplaces, cramped 
residential quarters, and hectic streets discomfited many middle- and 
upper-class whites. Seeking to satisfy the resulting appetite for escap-
ism, bohemian entrepreneurs transformed their tearooms and caba-
rets into colorful, imaginary worlds far removed from the realities of 
city living. Patrons happily left the crush of New York streets to walk  
the gangplank at Don Dickerman’s Pirate’s Den, a Christopher Street 
cabaret rigged up with a cannon, parrots, and monkeys to resemble a 
pirate’s ship. Bucolic haystacks, square dancing, and a few barnyard 
animals gave Meyer Horowitz’s Village Barn a similar air of retreat, 
while Vincenc Noga’s Gold Coast House of Correction and Big John’s 
Coal Scuttle used prison and coal-mining motifs, respectively, to lull 
affluent Chicagoans into a world far removed from urbanity.4 But the 
most distinguishing feature—and the biggest drawing card—of both 
Towertown and the Village was the growing popular association of 
these bohemian districts with social and sexual unconventional-
ity. Bohemia’s reputation for “free love” proved nearly irresistible to 
a surprisingly wide variety of visitors. According to poet and novel-
ist Maxwell Bodenheim, “Politely excited groups of men and women 
in evening clothes” were soon joined in their excursion to bohemian 
nightspots by “clerks from department stores and offices, who like to 
visit a less expensive vaudeville show,” as well as by “college boys and  
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girls who believe that they are acquiring a risqué and brilliant knowl-
edge of life.”5

Towertown and Greenwich Village provided well-to-do white plea-
sure seekers with an important introduction to modern social and sex-
ual norms. Created during the first decade and a half of the twentieth 
century by white middle-class rebels who had fled Victorian strictures 
and responsibilities to settle in the lodging-house districts of Chicago’s 
Near North Side and New York’s immigrant Ninth Ward (as the Village 
was then known), these new bohemian districts blurred the physical 
and cultural boundaries that increasingly separated affluent white ur-
banites from their working-class neighbors. At the same time, the trans-
formation of these neighborhoods complicated the racial dynamics of 
the cities. Even as the very designation of bohemia—through its histori-
cal and linguistic association with the “gypsy” life of Central European 
Roma—suggested the emergence of new racialized urban places, these 
districts provided spaces in which Jewish and Italian immigrants began 
to remake their racial identities, staking more definite claims to white-
ness or, at least, becoming absorbed in its bohemian variant.6

Such disruptions of the racial and class order of U.S. cities paled in 
comparison to bohemians’ more direct assault on white middle-class no-
tions of sexual propriety and respectability. Bohemians’ attention to sex-
ual equality and pleasure fostered increasingly casual attitudes toward 
public intimacy and nonmarital sex. Moreover, their rejection of the tra-
ditional gender roles of the male breadwinner and the female homemaker 
in favor of more radical self-presentations as carefree “long-haired men” 
and “short-haired women” undermined the very foundations of gender 
difference that predominated in nineteenth-century America. Whether 
affluent visitors to bohemian neighborhoods chose to emulate or to  
reject these developments, the bohemian spectacle of unconventional  
sexuality and gender challenged the persistence of separate gendered 
spheres of domesticity and public activity. In addition, it undermined the 
continuing relevance of gender performance and presentation as defining 
markers of sexual normality, signaling the imminent shift from a gendered 
sexual regime to the now-hegemonic hetero/homo sexual binary. Thus,  
bohemianism became both a catalyst and a conduit in the emergence 
of more modern heterosexual norms, providing a strategic counterpoint 
of “free love” and sexual abandon that helped to normalize well-to-do  
white youths’ increasing participation in the new cultural phenomenon 
of dating, as well as their more general fascination with urban public 
amusements.7
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Remaking Sexuality in Bohemia

Although expeditions to immigrant and working-class amusements had 
challenged many slummers’ assumptions about racial and sexual differ-
ences, slumming excursions to bohemian districts augured even more 
dramatic adjustments, since many of the resident artists and radicals 
were engaged in a calculated and concerted effort to reconfigure Ameri-
can social and sexual norms. Even as the bohemian spectacle of free love 
afforded affluent white women and men with an unusually intimate 
glimpse of alternative sexual practices, Greenwich Village and Tower-
town provided cover for slummers’ own participation in these same 
practices, allowing unprecedented levels of middle-class sexual explora-
tion and experience.

White bohemian artists and radicals consciously grappled with both 
the new psychological and sexological discourses of sexuality that 
emerged at the turn of the century. According to the tramp poet Harry  
Kemp, the studios of Greenwich Village were often filled with talk 
about overtly sexual topics, such as “Havelock Ellis; perversion and 
inversion; the toleration of the Homosexual; the late book of Moll’s 
on the sex-life of the child . . . [and] Freud and his discoveries.” Many 
of the women and men who participated in these conversations likely 
had little more than passing knowledge of the scholarship in ques-
tion, but others carefully scrutinized sexological and psychological 
literature. Accessing these studies, which were marketed almost exclu-
sively to medical professionals and were kept under lock and key in 
most public libraries, was often a daunting task. But the cognoscenti of  
Towertown and the Village understood the importance of gaining first-
hand knowledge of these new discourses of sexuality, which recog-
nized the existence of female sexual desire and began to challenge the 
previous emphasis on gender performance in defining sexual identities  
by focusing on the emerging categories of the heterosexual and the 
homosexual. Even if one had to get “a doctor’s certificate or some-
thing of that sort” to view the materials, Chicagoan Margaret Ander-
son told the readers of the Little Review (the literary journal that she 
founded in 1914 with her lover Jane Heap) it would be “worth your 
life to get Havelock Ellis’s six volumes from a bookstore or a library.” 
Anderson also insisted that the wisdom to be gleaned from German 
sexologist Otto Weininger’s Sex and Character, first published in Eng-
lish translation in 1906, fully justified the humiliation of being “taken 
behind locked doors [and] forced to swear that you want it out of no  
‘morbid curiosity.’” Far from merely indulging a personal curiosity, 
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writers and radicals began to use the knowledge gained from such ma-
terial to transform society.8

Both in the pages of local literary journals and in the studios and tea-
rooms of Towertown and the Village, bohemians frequently discussed 
what they saw as the pressing need to change American social policy on 
sexual issues. In the pages of Chicago’s Little Review, for example, Mar-
garet Anderson adamantly argued that bohemian thinkers and activists 
had a particular responsibility to take on a wide variety of sex-related so-
cial concerns, ranging from “free love, free divorce, social motherhood, 
[and] birth-control,” to the “social efforts in behalf of the homosexual-
ist.” When British sex advocate Edith Ellis, wife of eminent sexologist 
Havelock Ellis, failed to promote the repeal of laws criminalizing the 
distribution of birth control and the practice of homosexuality during 
the Chicago leg of her 1915 lecture tour, Anderson castigated her for dis-
regarding her personal knowledge that “boys and girls, men and women, 
[were] tortured or crucified every day for their love—because it is not ex-
pressed according to conventional morality.” Noting that “there is so 
much work to be done,” Anderson’s readers took up their pens in agree-
ment, as did the writers and readers of The Quill in Greenwich Village. In 
the symposium “The Greatest Need Now in the Sex Life of the Nation,” 
The Quill addressed issues like birth control, prostitution, interracial mar-
riage, and the injustice of the “drastic punishments” meted out to “ab-
normal men and women . . . of the intermediate sex.” The symposium 
also openly challenged social and sexual double standards by asking how 
women could ever be “assure[d] normal lives” when “the great majority 
of [them] seldom if ever have their sex needs fully gratified.”9

Similar concerns led a number of bohemian activists, including Mar-
garet Sanger, Emma Goldman, and Ben Reitman, to take to the streets 
to disseminate feminist tracts, family-planning literature, and free birth-
control devices. But for most Village and Towertown artists and radi-
cals, the process of transforming social and sexual norms began in the 
privacy of their own homes, as they applied their budding knowledge 
of sexology and Freudian psychoanalysis to their own lives and began 
more systematically to explore their sexual desires. For many bohemian 
intellectuals, this exploration took the form of free love, a practice in-
tended to remove sex from the confines of marriage and reorient it 
around the pursuit of pleasure and mutual sexual fulfillment. Grounded 
in the writings of Edward Carpenter and Ellen Key, this new approach to 
relationships reinforced an emerging recognition of women’s social and 
sexual equality and valorized female sexual desire by freeing sexual ac-
tivity from the necessities of reproduction. As the increased availability  



THE SEARCH FOR BOHEMIAN THRILLAGE

159

of birth control alleviated concerns about unwanted pregnancies and 
venereal disease, more Towertown and Village women experimented 
with free love. One college-educated Towertown resident reported that 
her discovery of others like herself who felt that “marriage did not le-
gitimate sexual experience” encouraged her to pursue her “desire to be 
entirely independent” like never before.10

Nevertheless, many bohemian women suspected that, despite the 
promise of social and sexual egalitarianism, free love usually favored 
male bohemians’ prerogatives and desires, thereby diminishing bohe-
mian women’s sense of emotional and sexual independence. For more 
than a decade after her marriage in 1899, Village writer and intellectual 
Neith Boyce willingly acquiesced to her husband Hutchins Hapgood’s 
passionate obsession with free love. She permitted him to dally as he 
pleased and, on numerous occasions, even indulged his compulsive de-
sire to share with her the erotic letters that he received from his many 
paramours. Deriving pleasure from Boyce’s permissiveness, Hapgood at-
tempted to reciprocate, articulating his belief in free love as a matter 
of sexual equality. “Tell me you love me and also tell me about the 
flirtations you are having,” he prodded Boyce when they found them-
selves in separate cities for an extended period during the mid-1910s. 
“Have you been unfaithful? Have you sinned? Did you like it[?]” At Hap-
good’s urging, Boyce engaged in a few affairs of her own. But in 1916, 
she resolved that the couple’s free-love arrangements not only benefited  
Hapgood disproportionately but also damped her own interest in such 
extramarital dalliances. “I know that your physical infidelities (beginning 
very early) hurt that instinctive feeling for you in me,” Boyce told her 
husband. “That as time went on I didn’t feel it less, but came more and 
more to feel that you didn’t belong completely to me nor I to you—that 
this gave me a more disengaged feeling to other men.”11

Historians Leslie Fishbein and Ellen Kay Trimberger argue that most 
bohemian women’s dissatisfaction with free love can be traced to the 
conflicting priorities of white male intellectuals during this period. 
While bohemian men often purported to embrace feminism, they fre-
quently found themselves deeply torn between their commitment to 
sexual equality and their desire to protect and maintain male privilege. 
Writer Floyd Dell, for example, hoped “to find in woman a comrade 
and an equal,” but he also worried that feminism was encouraging Vil-
lage women to challenge “the masculine right to boss women around 
and tell them what they should and should not do.” Likewise, editor 
and Village resident Max Eastman professed a theoretical “liking for 
women with brains, character and independence,” but in practice, he  



CHAPTER FOUR

160

pursued mainly those women whose intellects failed to challenge his 
own and whose beauty perked his libido. Villager Henrietta Rodman, 
who noted the persistence of a similar double standard in her troubled 
relationship with poet Harry Kemp, admonished bohemian men for 
their hypocrisy. “We choose our partners for their capabilities,” Rod-
man argued on behalf of all Village women, “but, as far as I’ve been able 
to observe, it’s what you males call ‘chickens’—pretty insipid girls that 
you choose as wives and sweethearts.”12

Even as the women of bohemia became firmly convinced that free 
love was often nothing more than, in the words of modernist poet Mina 
Loy, a “love-racket organized at woman’s expense,” they continued to 
settle in the Village and Towertown. For in the cheap apartments of 
these two neighborhoods, women found spaces where they could afford 
to live alone and pursue their creative endeavors. Many of these women  
worked outside of the bohemian districts, but others launched commer-
cial ventures that capitalized on the neighborhoods’ reputations as mec-
cas of self-reliant femininity. During the mid-1920s, sociologist Harvey 
Warren Zorbaugh noted that “young women open most of the studios, 
run most of the tearooms and restaurants, most of the little art shops 
and book stalls, manage the exhibits and little theaters, [and] domi-
nate the life of [Towertown].” The same was true in the Village, where 
women ran many of the district’s commercial establishments and also 
dominated the neighborhood’s residences by the early 1930s.13

The tendency of bohemian men to define themselves in opposition 
to the traditional middle-class breadwinner by shunning marriage and 
stable, lucrative careers complemented the emerging role of women in 
the local economy. At the same time, bohemians’ adoption of nontra-
ditional modes of attire made the gender nonconformity of the Village 
and Towertown particularly visible to the American public. Bobbing 
their hair and donning painters’ smocks or, in some cases, the tailored 
suits more often worn by men, the women artists and radicals in these 
neighborhoods visually set themselves apart from the vast majority of 
American women. Bohemian men, likewise, distinguished themselves 
by wearing their hair long and dressing in colorful, often threadbare 
attire, as seen in one reporter’s portrayal of the “nattily dressed” Dill 
Pickle Club proprietor Jack Jones, smartly decked out “in green beret, 
last year’s haircut, and a green velvet jacket.”14

Even as bohemian fashion provided a public marker of the transgres-
sion of gender norms, its evocation of popular stereotypes of gender in-
version and sexual deviance created an atmosphere where lesbians and 
fairies felt relatively comfortable mingling in public with the districts’ 
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artists and radicals. To some extent, this sense of comfort was simply a  
product of the presence of numerous “third sex” types among the cre-
ative women and men of Towertown and the Village. But third-sexers 
with a less artistic bent also “flocked to bohemia, to the forums, the 
street meetings, the tearooms, and the hangouts” because, as Towertown  
regular Ben Reitman noted, bohemians willingly “accepted [them] in 
full fellowship . . . No one insults them by calling them queer or kids 
them for being sissies.”15

Because bohemia’s artists and radicals usually steered clear of using 
derogatory names and engaging in the physical harassment of lesbians 
and fairies, however, they often found themselves on the receiving end 
of similar queer-baiting tactics. At a time when sexual identity was still 
defined by gender performance rather than by the sex of one’s object 
choice (along the now-normative hetero/homo sexual axis), the general 
public usually failed to distinguish between the gender nonconformity 
of third-sexers and that of other bohemians. As presumed sexual de-
viants, long-haired men and short-haired women were subject, along 
with third-sexers, to waves of indiscriminate persecution, and as a result, 
many bohemians identified with lesbians and fairies. “We’re all a little 
like that—I mean, queer,” Rose-Ann, a fictional version of Floyd Dell’s 
wife Margery Currey, reminded the autobiographical protagonist of Dell’s 
1921 Towertown novel, The Briary-Bush, after he expressed discomfort  
with the “mincing accent” and “unnatural and ‘prissy’” manner of his 
next-door neighbor. For Rose-Ann, the “queerness” of bohemia referred as  
much to its general unconventionality as to any particular sexuality.16

Even when the intellectuals of Towertown and Greenwich Village 
adopted the emerging hetero/homo sexual terminology of turn-of-the-
century sexologists and psychoanalysts, they usually did so in ways that 
stressed the sexual similarities rather than the differences between third-
sexers and bohemian free-lovers. Following the lead of theorists such 
as the German sexologist Otto Weininger, they refused to see hetero-
sexuality and homosexuality as mutually exclusive categories. Quoting 
Weininger in the Little Review, Margaret Anderson stressed that “there is 
no difference between the normal and the inverted type . . . all organ-
isms have both homosexuality and heterosexuality.” Other bohemians 
adopted a more Freudian approach to sexual desire, asserting that “all 
human beings are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and 
have in fact made one in their unconscious.” Writer Floyd Dell em-
ployed this notion to diagnose his own “unconscious homosexuality,” 
well before undergoing professional psychoanalysis. Such amateur psy-
chosexual analyses became a popular, if not always welcome, obsession  
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among the artists and radicals of Chicago and New York. Novelist Sher-
wood Anderson recalled that, during the early 1910s, Dell and others 
began “psyching” everyone who visited their studios in Chicago’s 57th 
Street art colony. “In an unfortunate moment, I brought up the subject 
of homosexuality,” Anderson remarked, and they immediately seized 
upon this mention as “a sure sign of its presence.”17

Bohemians’ appreciation of the embodiment of both homosexuality 
and heterosexuality in every individual was as likely derived from their 
personal experiences as from any particular study of sexology or psycho-
analysis. Numerous artists, writers, and radicals who participated in the 
bohemian worlds of Chicago and New York led complicated sexual lives 
that defied simple categorization as either heterosexual or homosexual. 
The writer and critic Carl Van Vechten, for example, was for over fifty 
years a doting, possessive, and sometimes violent husband to actress 
Fania Marinoff, despite his often hyperactive sexual pursuit of younger 
men. Chicago sociologist Harvey Warren Zorbaugh documented a simi-
lar complexity in the sexual life of a married woman, “indifferent to her 
husband,” who allegedly leased a Towertown studio in order to “pos[e] 
as a homosexual and hav[e] a succession of violent affairs” with local 
women. When she ultimately “‘fell’ for the blond lion of the ‘village’” 
and returned to a long-term relationship with a man, Zorbaugh disparag-
ingly referred to the woman’s lesbian relations as a “pose.” But her “dra-
matic farewells featured by long, passionate kisses and embraces” with  
“former [female] ‘flames’” suggest that she was not posing but exploit-
ing the unconventionality of bohemia to negotiate desires that failed to 
fit neatly into any bifurcated sexual framework.18

Not all local residents, however, appreciated the shared sense of 
queerness that gender nonconformity and unconventionality afforded 
bohemians and homosexuals. When interviewed by a sociology student 
from the University of Chicago, several Dill Pickle Club patrons objected 
to being labeled homosexual simply because they frequented Tower-
town tearooms. Although “they ha[d] acquired a callous affrontry [sic], 
an ‘I don’t care’ attitude,” the student wrote, “when I untactfully asked 
one of the Dill Picklians if there was anything ‘queer’ about any of the 
members—all who heard me immediately bristled and angrily resented 
although they tried to laugh off my insinuation.” Such insinuations 
were particularly problematic for the men of Towertown and the Vil-
lage, whose memoirs are often characterized by recurring efforts to set 
themselves apart from the districts’ “pansipoetical poets.” Defending his 
love for a close male friend, Sherwood Anderson proclaimed that “the 
whole thing has nothing to do with a man’s being, or not being, a fairy.” 



THE SEARCH FOR BOHEMIAN THRILLAGE

163

Yet the possibility that this relationship might have been interpreted 
as something other than heterosexual friendship prompted Anderson’s 
literary executors to expurgate this entire passage from the posthumous 
publication of his memoir. Anderson expressed similar discomfort with 
homosexuality himself; the expurgated passage included an admission 
that he had “always been afraid of fairies. They sell you out. They are in 
some queer way outside the life stream. They know it. The male lover of 
the male is something else.”19

Such attitudes echoed the ambivalence that many Towertown and 
Greenwich Village men expressed in relation to women’s claims on 
sexual equality and the public expression of female sexual desire. In 
both cases, male radicals and artists were frequently torn between bohe-
mian attempts to challenge and transform social norms and practices, 
including attitudes toward nonnormative sexualities, and the impulse 
to safeguard their traditional male privileges. But the bohemian discom-
fort with homosexuality was by no means limited to men. A number of 
bohemian women also expressed their distaste for the fairies who settled 
in their neighborhoods. In the wake of several unsuccessful relation-
ships with Towertown men, sculptor Tennessee Mitchell was initially 
delighted when she stumbled upon “a group of young men who were 
interested in and intelligent about the arts, with whom I felt free to be 
friends with a sense of sureness that the element of sex would not be dis-
rupting.” But her attitude quickly soured when she learned that her new 
friends and neighbors preferred sex with men. Following this discovery, 
“I was only horrified and repelled,” she noted in her unpublished auto-
biography, “and made no attempt to be intelligent.”20

Fairies were not the only objects of such disdain in the bohemian 
world. By the mid-1920s, as the presence of “lady lovers” became more 
visible in the districts’ tearooms and cafés, bohemian critics increasingly 
extended their enumeration of the vices that plagued bohemia to include 
lesbianism. In a letter to the literary journal that he had once edited, the 
“most veteran of Villagers,” Bobby Edwards, proclaimed that “the Quill 
will be excellent when all such tiresome things as prostitutes, andro-
gynes, gynanders, sex and vers libre are cut out.” For Edwards and others, 
female and male homosexuality, prostitution, and even the bohemian 
staples of free love and free verse had, by the mid-1920s, become stains 
on the public perception of serious artistic endeavors in Towertown and 
the Village. But despite such remonstrations, all means of sexual and 
gender nonconformity continued to thrive in bohemian districts well 
into the 1930s, as artists and radicals furthered their challenge to white 
middle-class norms of social and sexual respectability and as gay men  
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and lesbians took up even more visible residence in the enclaves that 
serious artists soon began to abandon.21

“Not what it seemed, but a composite of many dreams and  
fantasies”: Bohemian Slumming as Social and Sexual Exploration

By the late 1910s, local slummers and out-of-town tourists flocked by 
the thousands to the tearooms and cabarets of Greenwich Village and 
Towertown, hoping to get a glimpse of “these people . . . w[h]om they 
have heard of as free lov[e]rs.” Observing their excursions through Chi-
cago’s bohemian district, poet and novelist Maxwell Bodenheim noted 
that a number of these young pleasure seekers remained uneasy about  
their ventures, “laughing a little too loudly in an effort to simulate a sin-
cere abandon, and trying hard to be reckless without committing them-
selves to any indecency.” Unsure of exactly what they were supposed 
to see, some of the earliest “rubberneck contingent[s]” to the Village 
were so intent on spying sexual improprieties that, the New York Times 
reported, they often ended up “rubbering one another in the bland con-
viction that they were seeing vice in action.” The numerous accounts 
of bohemian thrillage that appeared on newsstands across the country 
in magazines ranging from the Bookman and Literary Digest to Vanity 
Fair and the Saturday Evening Post multiplied such misperceptions. But 
these publications also generated a steady stream of curiosity seekers 
who hoped to sample in person the colorful atmosphere they had first 
encountered on the printed page.22

The inclusion of such articles in popular women’s magazines had the 
added benefit of making slumming safe and accessible for women of all 
ages, even when no male escort was available to accompany them on 
their excursions. Just days after The Mad Hatter was depicted in a March 
1920 feature about the Village, the tearoom’s proprietor Helen Criswell 
noted that the “Lady Slummers who read the Ladies’ Home Journal are 
swamping us.” On one particular evening, “eleven fair young things 
came in a bunch & nearly deafened us with their fresh girlish laugh-
ter,” Criswell later recalled in exasperation; on another, “quartets of old 
ladies infested [the] front room” of the basement resort. By June the 
tearoom was proving so popular with women slummers that the staff 
swore that, on one particularly “profitable . . . but exhausting” night, 
“forty thousand females from Maine & all points west were here, do-
ing the Village.” Safeguarding their reputations against the accusation 
of impropriety that still attached to women’s solo ventures in urban 
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public amusements, nearly all the single women who went slumming 
to the Mad Hatter and other bohemian resorts did so in groups. To do 
otherwise was to court potential disaster or at least the disdain of one’s 
friends, as one young woman learned when she confessed to her slum-
ming companions that she had been to the Mad Hatter before. “You 
don’t mean you came here by yourself, do you?” her friends asked in 
“shoked [sic] tones.”23

The frequent portrayal of bohemian tearooms and personalities in 
nationally distributed silent films further accelerated tourist traffic to 
the Village and Towertown. Cultural historian Jan Seidler Ramirez has 
noted that light-hearted romps in fictitious Village nightspots began to  
appear on screen by the mid-1910s and remained a popular motif well 
into the 1920s. Often shot on location on the streets and in the tearooms 
of Greenwich Village, features such as The Trufflers (1917), The Broken Mel-
ody (1919), A Girl in Bohemia (1919), Toby’s Bow (1919), Woman, Woman! 
(1919), and Harriet and the Piper (1920), gave viewers a lively sample of 
bohemian unconventionality. Within the safety of their own neighbor-
hood theaters, movie goers were introduced to realistic Village characters, 
including the fortune-telling Tea-Cup Ann of Within the Cup (1918), and 
they were escorted into imaginary Village cafés, such as the Black Beetle 
in The Dangerous Moment (1921) and the Purple Guinea Pig in Smiling All 
the Way (1920). Although these films often depicted bohemia as a peril-
ous place, especially for unsophisticated single women and newcomers 
to the city, the spectacle of the cinema not only served to whet viewers’ 
appetites for more bohemian thrillage but also encouraged them to ex-
tend their interest in such activities beyond mere spectatorship.24

Male slummers, in particular, swarmed the districts’ tearooms and ca-
fés in hot pursuit of “free-lovers of the Greenwich Village type.” Bohemia 
developed such a reputation for being a spot where men could easily be-
come acquainted with women that traveling businessmen, tourists, and 
suburbanites increasingly went to sample the district’s sexual opportuni-
ties. A man who “live[d] up on the Heights” told an undercover investi-
gator for New York’s Committee of Fourteen that he had finally decided 
to “come down and take it in” for himself after some of his friends had 
“picked up a couple of girls and had a good time” in the Village. Like-
wise, in the spring of 1919, a member of the Secret Service escorted an 
unnamed U.S. senator and three of his male friends to look for female 
companionship at one of Webster Hall’s famed masquerade balls. A re-
cent crackdown on Village revelry had left the place “dead,” however, 
prompting the officer to admit regretfully “that thanks to the Committee 
of Fourteen they would probably all depart without partners.”25
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Despite such occasional suppression, the tearooms and cafés of Tow-
ertown and Greenwich Village were favored cruising sites during the  
late 1910s and 1920s. Although some male slummers continued to 
frequent working-class venues to pick up charity girls and prostitutes 
for sexual encounters, the changing social and cultural landscape of 
U.S. cities shifted their attention to bohemia during this period. The 
closure of urban red-light districts in the mid-1910s and municipal 
authorities’ subsequently intensified policing of working-class dance 
halls, especially “taxi-dance” halls where hostesses were paid by the 
dance, forced well-to-do white men to redirect their search for both 
paid and unpaid female sexual partners primarily toward either street-
walkers or the covert prostitutes and other sexually available women 
who frequented local cabarets. Under these conditions, the casual, of-
ten communal, atmosphere of bohemian tearooms and cabarets made 
them particularly useful places for meeting women. In these spaces, 
neither the management nor fellow patrons ordinarily objected if men 
and women moved from table to table, meeting new acquaintances. 
Moreover, at a time when working-class taxi dancers and charity girls 
were earning reputations, in the words of one disgruntled dance hall 
patron, as “gold-diggers, out to exploit the men as much as possible,” 
the perceived willingness of bohemian women to have sex with little 
or no expectation of receiving money or gifts in exchange made them 
particularly appealing companions. Attributing the popularity of free 
love as much to its lack of cost as to its practice outside formal relation-
ships, one Committee of Fourteen investigator noted, “There is much 
so-called free love down here. There are some girls in the Village who 
are as much women of the usual cabaret type only they do not receive 
money for the sexual act, differing only in this respect from an ordinary  
prostitute.”26

The advantages of pursuing sexual encounters in bohemia extended 
far beyond matters of cost and convenience. White middle- and upper-
class men perceived such encounters to be both socially and physically  
safer than those available in working-class resorts. This perception was 
due, in part, to the veneer of respectability that local nightspots lent to  
the men’s sexual endeavors. Although visitors to Village tearooms might 
sense “something mysterious about [them],” as guidebook author Anna 
Alice Chapin did when stepping into the Purple Pup on Washington 
Square (figure 16), they generally agreed that the district’s venues were 
“quite well conducted.” But the greater sense of safety that male slum-
mers associated with bohemian sexual pursuits likely owed even more to 
local women’s reputed familiarity with birth control.27
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During the First World War, public health campaigns designed to 
protect the country’s soldiers and sailors routinely equated working- 
class prostitutes and charity girls with the dangers of venereal disease. 
Pamphlets and other educational materials urged men to avoid sexual 
contact with such women or, at least, to protect themselves from infec-
tion by using condoms when engaging in sexual intercourse. In this 
climate, bohemian women almost certainly seemed to be safer sexual 
partners. The public sex forums and discussions in Village and Towertown  
tearooms had so familiarized bohemian women with the benefits of 
condoms and other birth-control devices that, as one social investigator 
noted in 1917, “Any of the women of the Village will discuss sex and 
birth control quite readily with her male escort.” While reformers inter-
preted this behavior as a woman’s misguided attempt to prove herself “a 
modern girl or feminist or what not,” in the minds of male slummers, 

16  This photograph by Jessie Tarbox Beals, “Dancing at Charley Reed’s Purple Pup,” shows 
bohemians and slummers in Greenwich Village. Located “in the basement of one of the 
really handsome houses” on Washington Square, the Purple Pup was described by guide-
book author Anna Alice Chapin as “a queer little place” that was “quite well conducted, 
yet there is something mysterious about it.” (Reprinted with permission from the Collec-
tion of the New-York Historical Society, negative 41429.)
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such actions established her as a safety-conscious sexual partner. A free-
lover who discussed birth control, these men reasoned, was much less 
likely to harbor venereal disease than the prostitutes and charity girls 
who seemed less educated or concerned about such matters. Coupled 
with free-lovers’ usually higher class status (as daughters of the white 
middle and upper classes), this presumption of greater sexual hygiene 
positioned bohemian women as some of the most desirable—and sexu-
ally available—women in Chicago and New York.28

The growing popularity of bohemian nightspots and male slummers’ 
increasing fondness for the free-loving women who frequented them ac-
tually resulted in an influx of white working-class prostitutes into these 
spaces. In Chicago, well-known ladies of the evening were regular pa-
trons at the famous Dill Pickle Club and other Towertown resorts. At the 
606 Cabaret on North Clark Street, anti-vice investigators often spotted 
such women soliciting the nightspot’s unaccompanied male patrons. 
Similar behavior was observed in the tearooms and cabarets of Green-
wich Village. In fact, one investigator from New York’s Committee of 
Fourteen suggested that savvy working-class prostitutes exploited the 
district’s reputation for free love as a conscious cover for more illicit 
activities. “Some of the women, after dancing were sitting on tables, 
smok[ing] cigarettes and act[ing] as they would be real Bohemians,” 
he noted in 1919, while attending the Black Parrot at 133 Washington 
Place, “but in fact they appeared to be professional prostitutes.” What 
was apparent to the investigator was less clear to some unsuspecting pa-
trons. Many of these women proved so successful in passing themselves 
off as bohemians that Village notables, such as the “soul candy” peddler 
“Tiny Tim” Felter, sometimes took it upon themselves to warn male 
pleasure seekers that the women they met in local tearooms were more 
likely to be “prostitutes who came from Broadway and the Times Square 
district” than the Village’s famed free-lovers.29

Middle- and upper-class whites also consciously exploited this blur-
ring of social types in the Village and Towertown, using a feigned interest  
in free love to conceal their more pressing desires for paid sexual com-
panionship. In the popular tearoom located in the basement of the 
Brevoort hotel, at least one clever Village entrepreneur expertly exploited  
slummers’ deceptions, serving as “a procurer, both for men and women” 
who visited the nightspot intending to purchase sex. In a similar fash-
ion, slummers also manipulated the free-love reputation of bohemia to 
mask their extramarital affairs. In a statement echoed by many others 
in Chicago and New York, an informant told Zorbaugh that “business 
and professional men use [Towertown’s] studio apartments to keep their 
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mistresses.” Moreover, the “anything goes” atmosphere of these dis-
tricts provided effective cover for the May-December relationships that 
blossomed among middle- and upper-class women and men during the 
cabaret era. Author Maxwell Bodenheim noted that bohemia drew both 
“the business-man who sees an opportunity to capture young women by 
pretending to be overawed at the mention of art, [and] the lady of ad-
vanced years who is hunting for a gaudy Indian-Summer of the senses.” 
Indeed, “many men of fourty [sic] and over who came stag” could be 
found at Village and Towertown masquerades and tearooms “picking 
out the younger girls to dance with.”30

But the bohemian sensibility was, perhaps, even more successfully 
exploited by female slummers who desired younger, often paid, male es-
corts. From the late 1910s, hordes of “young men with thirty-five-year-
old women” were a staple of the bohemian tearooms of Chicago’s Near 
North Side, and this trend was soon replicated in New York. At a popu-
lar Village hideaway, British author Stephen Graham recalled meeting 
a middle-aged woman from Kansas City who “asked us to realise that 
she was risking a home and husband for this one night” on the town—a 
night that would have been far from complete in her estimation had 
she not “danc[ed] with all the Italians” in the club, while “twiddling her 
gartered knee, and shewing the undulatory elegancies of her person.”31

The public toleration of such relationships in Greenwich Village and  
Towertown was due, in large part, to the growing expectation that women  
visited these neighborhoods specifically to challenge social and sexual 
mores. Novels and short stories by resident writers popularized the no-
tion that, in the Village, according to the heroine of Dorothy Day’s The 
Eleventh Virgin (1924), “anything short of absolute promiscuity is disre-
garded, as long as you can speak of sexual relationships as love affairs.” 
The increased sexual freedom that this formulation afforded to women 
opened a unique space in bohemian resorts where female slummers 
could approach unknown men without damaging their reputations. 
James A. Seaman, a medical student who moonlighted as an investiga-
tor for New York’s Committee of Fourteen, reported that a large number 
of respectable “girls living with their families” attended a Liberal Club 
masquerade in early 1917, “danc[ing] with anyone, for every one was 
there for a good time.” Despite their unusually forward social and sexual 
behavior, however, Seaman chose to ignore the requests of “at least a 
half dozen of them [who] asked me to call on them sometime,” not be-
cause he considered them any less respectable than more subdued and 
chaste middle-class women, but because “they seemed so much the silly 
N.Y. type that goes to the theatre and pink teas.”32
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Other well-to-do white women went slumming in bohemia for ex-
pressly sexual purposes. Like their male counterparts, these women were 
often drawn by a desire to participate in free love or, at the very least, to 
share some level of physical intimacy with the writers and artists who 
called bohemia home. One such woman was Eve Blue, a University of 
Chicago undergraduate from nearby suburban Flossmoor who eventu-
ally married the renowned psychologist B. F. Skinner. As a high school 
student, Blue was fascinated by the daringness of Towertown’s “Bohe-
mian restaurants” where “the motley crowds all reek of adventure,” but 
by the time she enrolled in college, her fascination with bohemia had 
become thoroughly sexualized. Gaining entrée to Chicago’s 57th Street 
art colony, she quickly set out to meet the district’s male artists, kissing 
the first painter of her acquaintance. While her easy physical intimacy 
with the colony’s men initially made Blue feel she was “a lousy person,” 
she resolved that she “was interested in seeing real Bohemian life” and 
that doing so demanded her participation in “the greatest American 
sport.” On her next visit to the colony, she recalled that she “let six men 
kiss me—and so forth.” And Blue was not unique in her pursuits. While 
living in Chicago’s Towertown during the early 1920s, poet Kenneth 
Rexroth met “two stenographers from Milwaukee” who had moved to 
bohemia with the express purpose of losing their virginity. Failing in 
their initial attempts to accomplish this goal, they decided to make one 
last, concerted effort. After downing an aphrodisiac that they had ac-
quired from a local druggist, the women set off “all around bohemia [to] 
see if somebody real nice wouldn’t pick us up.”33

In the eyes of local reformers, such behavior provided evidence that 
one of their worst fears was actually coming to pass: the bohemian chal-
lenge to social and sexual norms was transforming the behavior of white 
middle- and upper-class young women, as well as that of young men. 
One of the most visible signs of this transformation was the adoption of 
bohemian fashions by young women around the country who bobbed 
their hair, donned shorter skirts, and began wearing cosmetics on a reg-
ular basis. These women further unsettled local authorities by follow-
ing their bohemian counterparts in demanding equal rights with men, 
including the right, as historian Paula Fass notes, to “enjoy the same 
vulgar habits and ultimately . . . the same vices as men.” One undercover 
anti-vice investigator complained, “Many of the girls [in the Village] 
smoke cigarettes because they have a right to . . . [and they] boast of be-
ing unconventional.” For such women, the act of sipping a cocktail or 
lighting up a tightly rolled cigarette were conscious assertions of both 
their social equality and their sexual allure. 34
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Local authorities were even more alarmed by the presence of col-
legiate and even some high school–age slummers who ventured into 
the dark, often candle-lit nightspots of Towertown and the Village in 
hopes of imitating the public intimacy they associated with bohemian 
free love. At Towertown’s Wind Blew Inn, located in a building that  
was not even wired for electricity (figure 17), the police spotted “nu-
merous ‘petting parties’ in progress . . . most of whom were students of  
Northwestern university on a ‘slumming party.’” New York authorities 
reported similar activities at the Black Cat in Greenwich Village, where 
“uptowners who came down there for a good time” apparently “felt 
that they could do anything they pleased.” “There was general singing 
by the entire crowd,” Committee of Fourteen investigator Florence Rose 
reported. “Men were changing tables. Women were leaning all over men 
and there was a general mix-up with kissing, etc.”35

Local press reports that such experimentation with free love was rap-
idly eroding youthful innocence spurred vigorous campaigns to clean 
up the Village and Towertown. Police raids and the padlocking of night-
spots violating Prohibition became a recurring feature of bohemian 
nightlife during the early 1920s. If legal loopholes allowed resorts to sur-
vive concerted efforts at regulation, local authorities sometimes adopted 
more imaginative tactics to discourage respectable white youths and 
adults from pursuing their search for bohemian thrillage. In New York, 
the police routinely ticketed the automobiles that slummers parked out-
side popular resorts, providing judges with an opportunity to call the 
cars’ owners into traffic court to chastise them for attending such places. 
“Didn’t you feel ashamed of yourself for [visiting the cabaret]?” magis-
trate Frederick B. House asked one young man who had been hauled 
into his court during the summer of 1921 to settle a parking violation 
he received just outside the Village’s famed Pirate’s Den. “I sure did Your 
Honor,” the man obligingly replied, “it was long enough for me.” 36

In Chicago, authorities sometimes resorted to even more radical tech-
niques, arresting every person present in the offending cabaret and re-
leasing their names for publication in the Chicago Tribune and other 
local newspapers. In the most dramatic example of this particular prac-
tice, local authorities apprehended 122 “fashionably garbed . . . soci-
ety folk, artists’ models, actresses, prominent business men and club 
fellows” during a July 1923 raid on the Tent, located at 1021 North 
State Street. Police chief Morgan A. Collins later apologized to society 
matrons and their children for any embarrassment they might have  
suffered as a result of the raid. But the publicity that it generated, includ-
ing courtroom photographs and stories documenting the long night  
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these fashionable detainees spent in an East Chicago Avenue court, pro-
vided dramatic, if only temporarily effective, deterrents to such slumming  
expeditions.37

In truth, the dangers that slummers allegedly faced on their visits to 
the Village and Towertown proved largely illusory. After conducting an 

17  The Wind Blew Inn was located in this ramshackle wood frame house at 116 East Ohio 
Street in Chicago during the early 1920s. Lacking electricity, proprietor Lillian Colley lit 
this cozy tearoom with candles—a practice that made the darkened nightspot popular 
with slummers and “petting parties,” but ultimately spelled its demise. After closing one 
night in April 1922, the building burned to the ground. (Reprinted with permission of the 
Chicago History Museum Archives, ICHi-38689.)
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undercover study of the Village during the late 1910s, Dr. I. L. Nascher 
told the general secretary of New York’s Committee of Fourteen that 
there was “a lot of sham and fake in the village for the benefit of the 
uptown slummer crowd,” but it was largely harmless—“about as danger-
ous as a Sunday school side show.” While diagnosing “real Bohemians” 
with a “form of insanity” called esthesiomania, Nascher found little to 
suggest that slummers, or even the “shambos who imitate and exag-
gerate [their] eccentricities . . . to gain notoriety,” were in danger of 
catching the malaise that stripped “real Bohemians” of their sense of 
ambition and their ability to “adjust themselves to the restrictions upon 
behavior imposed by society.” Writing for the New York Times, Charles J. 
Rosebault came to a similar conclusion about “the rumpus in Greenwich 
Village.” Watching a young woman in her twenties “moving from one 
garish dive to the other—under safe escort, of course—and revealing in 
her glistening eyes her faith that this incursion into a flamboyant world 
was ‘seeing life,’” Rosebault became convinced that bohemia and free 
love constituted a relatively harmless amusement for slummers. “The 
Village was not what it seemed,” he reported, “but a composite of many 
dreams and fantasies.”38

Some well-to-do white women and men clearly used their bohemian 
excursions to experiment sexually with free-lovers and prostitutes, but 
for the most part, slumming reified bohemianism and free love as exotic, 
undesirable extremes. During the late 1910s and early 1920s, when the 
new urban phenomenon of dating began to replace chaperoned social-
izing among white middle-class youths, the quest for bohemian thrillage 
provided the perfect counterpoint for establishing new social and sexual 
norms. In direct contrast with the casual promiscuity of the free-loving 
bohemians, slummers usually made their visits in discrete couples as 
part of a “private act” of courtship—to borrow historian Beth Bailey’s 
formulation—“conducted in the public world.” Although this tendency 
toward public intimacy may have unsettled middle-class parents and 
social reformers, when juxtaposed with the bohemian stereotype of pro-
miscuous free love, it seemed decidedly tame.39

Well-to-do white youths challenged traditional conceptions of proper 
social and sexual behavior, but they did so in ways that constructed new 
boundaries of propriety separating respectable young women and men 
from free-loving bohemians. For instance, although parents and reform-
ers usually assumed that petting necessarily led to sexual intercourse, 
sociological studies conducted during the 1920s suggest that youths of-
ten thought of the practice as a sort of safety valve. “Very many girls 
draw a distinct line between the exploratory activities of the petting  
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party and complete yielding of sexual favors to men,” sociologists Phyllis  
Blanchard and Carlyn Manasses concluded from their survey of 252 
female college students and working girls. Even when affluent white 
youths did indulge in premarital sexual intercourse, free love still pro-
vided a useful contrast for their activities. Unlike bohemian women and 
men who were assumed to hop from one bed to another, the so-called 
respectable women who went slumming usually restricted sexual in-
tercourse to their most serious relationships, often only after they had 
become officially engaged. Even then, middle-class women remained 
acutely aware of the double standard which penalized them for premari-
tal sexual involvement. Blanchard and Manasses found that only “seven 
per cent were willing to permit themselves indulgence in extra-marital 
intercourse.”40

Young men might take their girlfriends on bohemian slumming expe-
ditions in hopes that the sexually charged atmosphere would excite their 
companions, while simultaneously naturalizing their romantic exploits 
in contrast to the supposed licentiousness of bohemia. Certainly, Eve 
Blue’s experiences made the desire to participate in premarital sexual in-
tercourse seem more natural to her. After engaging in heavy petting with 
several writers and painters in Chicago’s 57th Street art colony, Blue be-
came intent on experiencing sexual intercourse. Nevertheless, she distin-
guished her own sexual experiences from free love, turning down several 
offers to sleep with bohemian men, some of them already married and all 
of them apparently quite sexually active, in favor of losing her virginity 
with a fellow college student. Although she was “not at all in love with 
him nor he with me,” the fact that both were outsiders on a pleasure-
hunting lark in Chicago’s bohemian studios placed them on more equal 
ground, rendering the young scholar a much safer sexual prospect than 
the free-love-them-and-leave-them Lotharios of the art colony.41

The cumulative result of thousands of such slumming experiences  
in bohemia effected the broadening acceptance of the new middle- 
and upper-class social phenomenon of dating, which increasingly in-
cluded petting and even occasional premarital sex. Moreover, as popular  
conceptions of sex were further detached from reproduction, more 
middle-class couples acknowledged and explored female sexuality and 
sexual pleasure. Although these emerging practices established the foun-
dation of what has come to be known as heterosexuality, during the 
bohemian slumming craze of the late 1910s and early 1920s, people 
did not yet identify themselves or their sexual desires along a hetero/
homo sexual axis. Most people, including those who participated in bo-
hemian slumming expeditions, remained largely unaware of such terms 
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and what they represented: mutually exclusive sexual categories that 
were organized around the sex of one’s desired sexual object. Rather, 
sexuality continued to be marked primarily by an individual’s gender 
performance and by the gendered role one played in particular sexual 
acts—especially among men.

The interactions of male slummers with the fairies who frequented 
the tearooms and masquerade balls of Greenwich Village and Towertown 
provided a vivid display of this continuing gendered sexual hierarchy, 
thereby reinforcing its cultural dominance. An undercover investigator 
from New York’s Committee of Fourteen noted that the fairies who at-
tended Webster Hall dances were “looked upon as a disgusting laughing 
stock by those other guests,” but it was their gender—particularly in rela-
tion to so-called normal men—rather than their sexuality which made 
them the center of attention. While some female slummers thought “it 
was silly” that fairies arrived at these balls in “female attire” and danced 
with each other, the male slummers who attended these events often did 
so specifically to emphasize the gendered differences that distinguished 
them from bohemia’s feminized third-sexers. According to one anti-vice 
investigator, at every Village ball, “groups of younger men” could be found 
who “pick[ed] out these perverts and ma[d]e them goats all the evening,” 
drawing attention to their femininity by “calling them girl’s names” 
and mocking them, “affecting an air of effeminacy,” and “making all 
kinds of feminine appeals to them.” On occasion, slummers—including  
undercover anti-vice investigators—even resorted to violence to draw a 
gendered distinction between their “normal” masculinity and the femi-
nine “perversion” of third-sexers. At the Golden Ball of Isis in February 
1917, when one particularly aggressive fairy “began rubbing his hand up 
my leg . . . doing the same with anyone who came near him,” James A. 
Seaman reported, “I gave him a shove which sent him over against the 
other wall,” thus making the boundary between men and fairies quite 
explicit.42

Similar harassment and violence directed toward fairies and cross-
dressed men had been commonplace for years, but in the Bowery and the 
Levee, it took place primarily on the streets and only more rarely inside 
those venues where third-sexers performed for thrill-seeking patrons. 
During the popular search for bohemian thrillage, however, young male  
slummers mistreated fairies much more publicly, harassing them as they 
entertained in Village and Towertown nightspots and as they attempted 
to enjoy themselves within the relatively tolerant confines of bohemian 
masquerades. In part, this change in treatment served to reinforce the 
normalcy of those men who continued to accept sexual favors from fairies  
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in an era when such exchanges became increasingly suspect. For in the 
midst of the “catcalling and imitation female calling,” one Committee 
of Fourteen investigator noted, a “few young men in evening clothes” 
danced with fairies at every Village ball, hoping that their partners 
would ask them “down stairs that very evening [to] practice their ho-
mosexuality.” At a time when few female prostitutes—and almost no 
respectable women—willingly performed fellatio, fairies remained a rare 
treat for men desiring oral service. For this reason, the men who went 
slumming in Towertown and the Village, including soldiers and sailors  
warned away from working-class women by the government’s World 
War I campaigns against venereal disease, often referred to fairies—
sometimes even affectionately—as “blowers.”43

In fact, fairies often found their encounters with male slummers and 
bohemians to be both sexually and financially lucrative. During the early 
1920s, sociologist Nels Anderson watched a “well-dressed young fellow” 
wander through the crowd at Towertown’s Grey Cottage, “talk[ing] only 
with the men.” For the going rate of $2, this young man later informed 
Anderson, he plied his trade according to the gendered dynamic which 
shaped popular conceptions of sex, “play[ing] either the active or the 
passive role . . . cater[ing] to trade that might be one way or the other.” 
Soliciting in bohemian dives, “along the lake front, in the parks, along 
Michigan Boulevard, and in the art gallery,” this hustler claimed that he 
was able to support himself quite readily, noting that “You’d be surprised 
how many of these artists are fagging.” Male prostitutes also engaged in 
the risky business of cruising the streets and cabarets of Greenwich Vil-
lage, searching for male slummers and bohemians willing to pay for 
their sexual favors. In late June 1924, while masquerading as an Uptown 
pleasure seeker, police detective Edgar X. Frost stumbled upon one such 
gentleman who invited him to visit a tearoom at 41 Greenwich Avenue 
for the purpose of having sex. Finding all the upstairs rooms occupied, 
the hustler allegedly paid the tearoom’s manager Leon Mirabeau for the 
use of his toilet, an act that prompted the arrest of both Mirabeau and 
the male prostitute for “lewdness and assignation.”44

“There is a fine distinction between slummers and visitors”:  
Bohemians Respond to the Tourist Trade

Residents of Towertown and the Village astutely played to middle- and  
upper-class visitors’ expectations about free love. “I give them the high 
brow stuff until the crowd begins to grow thin,” Dill Pickle Club proprietor 
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Jack Jones remarked during the late 1910s, “and then I turn on the sex.” 
Jones advertised lectures and debates on topics such as “Women That I 
Have Trifled With,” “Men Who Have Approached Us,” and a discussion 
by “Bohemia’s Noted Man-Killers” to entice Chicago’s wealthier residents 
to visit his resort. “That,” bouncer Slim Brundage later remarked, “was to 
pay the rent. Back then, you couldn’t get sex at any newsstand or movie 
house so you stepped high, stooped and squeezed into the Dil [sic] Pickle, 
to catch up on it.” According to the Committee of Fourteen, similar mo-
tives prompted several “Greenwich Villagers” to begin “exploiting the Bo-
hemianism of the neighborhood” after they realized that their occasional 
masquerades at Webster Hall were becoming quite popular with uptown 
slummers. Throwing balls almost every weekend, the organizers of these 
events were soon clearing profits as high as $600 per dance.45

Bohemia’s female entrepreneurs also attempted to cash in on the 
district’s reputation for unconventionality. In Towertown, a “group of 
young women writers” led tours of curious slummers through the area’s 
resorts and “studios bizarrely decorated for the occasion” at a cost of 
“seventy-five cents a head.” Tearoom hostess Adele Kennedy (figure 18) 
and a woman calling herself “Mademoiselle de Maupassant” conducted 
similar excursions in the Village, advertising their services in local pub-
lications, such as The Quill, or with flyers distributed at area cabarets. 
While these women focused on the general oddities of bohemia, intro-
ducing slummers to more trinket shops than scandalous nightspots, oth-
ers promoted the sexual freedom of the neighborhood for their personal 
gain. At the Black Parrot Tea Shoppe Hobo-Hemia on Charles Street, for  
instance, Lucy Smith and Patricia Rogers attempted to boost the slum-
ming trade by offering a sexual circus of women and men, including a 
female impersonator “familiarly known in the village as ‘Ruby.’” Before 
the performance could get underway, however, it was interrupted by  
two undercover detectives who arrested the women proprietors and 
Ruby, as well as ten other male and female participants, on charges of 
disorderly conduct and incorrigibility.46

Clearly, women balanced such risks against the relative freedom they 
enjoyed in bohemia. Betty Seldes and Réné LaCoste, whom one Com-
mittee of Fourteen investigator labeled “regular village prostitutes high 
brow supposedly; but very low brow,” sponsored a number of commer-
cial masquerades at Webster Hall. Positioning themselves as the center of 
male attention at these events, they claimed first dibs on any free or paid 
sexual encounters that they desired. Still other women artists and per-
formers exploited the desires of slummers in Towertown and the Village 
by becoming charity girls, putting the price of small gifts on the “free”  
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love they shared with acquaintances. Bobby Edwards parodied such 
women in The Quill: “Because I love pretty things and nice underwear,” 
the fictional dancer Zippy Flynn was made to remark, “I have to depend 
on the slummers in the Brevoort for my needs.” In reality, as slummers 
moved into bohemia, they pushed up the rents on local studios, thus in-

18  Adele Kennedy was one of the most popular slumming guides in Greenwich Village, where 
she conducted curiosity seekers on tours of local tearooms, studios, and craft shops during 
the late 1910s and early 1920s. She is pictured here in one of the postcards of popular Vil-
lage personalities and tearooms that were produced by photographer Jessie Tarbox Beals for 
sale to tourists and other slummers who longed to share their adventures with the folks back 
home. (Reprinted with permission from the Collection of the New-York Historical Society, 
78886d.)
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creasing the financial pressure on women residents who thereby became 
more reliant on “charity” for their necessities.47

Edwards intended his portrayal of Zippy Flynn primarily as enter-
tainment, but it provided a more authentic description of the social 
conditions facing bohemian women than the author realized. For in its 
parodic and even moralistic tone, it gave a pitch-perfect representation 
of the double standard that most free-loving women encountered from 
bohemian men. Although male residents often chastised their female 
counterparts for being too quick to succumb to the sexual advances of 
male slummers, many of these same men gladly seized every opportu-
nity to exploit the women who visited bohemia. William Targ readily 
accepted the offer of a beautiful “Eurasian girl” who asked him to “make 
love” in his Towertown bookstore, while Villager Harry Kemp confessed 
to being “always on the quest,” landing “numerous erotic adventures . . .  
most of them not outlasting three revolutions of the hour-hand of the 
clock.” Should they encounter resistance from their prey, bohemian men 
usually had at the ready well-rehearsed lines that played on the stereo-
type of free love. When Chicagoan Eve Blue expressed her discomfort at 
making out with a married painter in his 57th Street studio, the artist 
promptly countered that his wife was not an issue. “We’re not domesti-
cated,” he insisted.48

To lure women into their beds, bohemian men also exploited their 
exotic reputation as artists and writers. One Village character, referred to 
pseudonymously as “Peter Pan,” claimed to have employed this method 
in seducing nearly “1,000 different women,” many of them well-to-do 
slummers. “His technique was simple,” Dr. Ben L. Reitman recalled. “He 
would dance with a strange wom[a]n, have a few drinks with her and say, 
‘I have a wonderful studio around the corner and some pictures you’d 
like to see.’ That was all there was to it.” In fact, the men of the Village 
and Towertown claimed that female slummers were so gullible that they 
could be easily convinced to provide financial support to amorous art-
ists and writers. According to Floyd Dell, “any tenth-rate free-verse poet” 
in Towertown or Greenwich Village “could find a capable and efficient 
stenographer to type his manuscripts, buy his clothes, pay his rent, and 
sleep with him.” Unbothered by assuming a position analogous to the 
charity girls they often scorned, bohemian men proudly accepted such do-
mestic and financial support. In his memoirs, the writer Harold Stearns 
recalled that, while living in the Village during the 1920s, a female fash-
ion designer paid his bills, cooked his meals, and occasionally bought 
him clothes, “as if it were the most natural thing in the world.”49
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The positioning of bohemia as a sexualized space inevitably took a 
toll on the neighborhood. Female residents were subject to frequent, 
and often unwelcome, sexual propositions from both slummers and lo-
cal men. As independent women, they became practiced at fending for 
themselves, repulsing unwanted advances or, at the very least, control-
ling the situations under which they agreed to meet potential suitors. An 
undercover investigator at a Webster Hall masquerade reported that the 
woman he was trying to “date up” adamantly “refused to give me her 
home address,” telling him instead that “she comes into the Black Cat 
restaurant almost every night” and could meet him there if he wanted to 
pursue things further. On other occasions, however, bohemian women 
were clearly imperiled by their neighborhood’s free-love reputation—a 
reputation that, some men believed, rendered the women of Towertown 
and Greenwich Village fair game for any sexual exploit. While escorting 
the proprietor of Zina’s Restaurant on her way home from the MacDougal  
Street resort, Committee of Fourteen investigator Harry Kahan was ap-
proached by five local Italian men “inten[ding] to ‘line her up’” for a  
gang rape. Quick maneuvering allowed Zina and Kahan to escape physi-
cal harm, but the incident reflected the risk of sexual violence female 
bohemians faced.50

As hordes of white pleasure seekers poured into bohemia looking for 
sexualized entertainment, the women and men who lived in Greenwich 
Village and Towertown greeted them with conflicting messages. To the 
districts’ most serious artists and radicals, the appearance of slumming 
parties—and the crass commercialization and rising rents they brought 
with them—spelled the death of bohemia. These disillusioned writers, 
painters, and intellectuals abandoned the studios of Towertown and the 
Village by the scores, heading off for Paris and Hollywood or disappear-
ing into the quieter (even suburban) neighborhoods of Chicago and 
New York to pursue their work. Writer Charles Hanson Towne noted 
that the “gay little restaurants, filled with struggling artists and poets,” 
quickly lost their appeal with serious bohemians as they were “spoiled 
by trippers and became nothing but professional show-places,” marked 
by “a drab attempt to be naughty and wicked.” By the mid-1920s, edi-
tor Samuel Putnam recalled, few major literary or artistic figures could 
be found in these districts. “The essentially bourgeois-escapist character 
[they] had always had was now visible and becoming all the more ac-
centuated,” he remarked. “The creative atmosphere of the old . . . days 
was gone forever.”51

But other bohemians welcomed at least some visitors to Towertown 
and the Village. Both neighborhoods were filled with male and female 
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entrepreneurs who depended upon the patronage of outsiders to sup-
port their literary and artistic enterprises, as well as their restaurants and 
tearooms. “There is a fine distinction between slummers and visitors,” 
the editor of one Greenwich Village literary journal noted. “We welcome 
visitors. We have much that they will appreciate: Our quaint streets and 
old houses, our charming theatre, our gift shops and our really distinc-
tive restaurants and coffee houses.” But the “slummers [who] demanded 
showplaces, ‘atmosphere,’ local color, etc.” were decidedly less welcome. 
The proprietors of the Wine Cellar at MacDougal and Third streets in  
the Village admitted “the ultra-Ritz from Pawk Avenoon [sic],” Villager 
Harry Kemp recalled, but when “one fellow climbed unsteadily onto a 
table and began shouting a toast . . . up came Tony waving a towel as if 
it were a horsewhip. ‘You shut up—you get out!’ he growled,” hustling 
“those spats-and-canes” out the door while they “begged him for per-
mission to buy another round of drinks.”52

Even Jack Jones, the usually gregarious proprietor of the Dill Pickle 
Club, sometimes lost his patience with the antics of Chicago’s wealthy 
Gold Coast crowd, especially when they became more explicitly sexual.  
Referring to the 1920s fad of transplanting “monkey glands” into men 
to increase their sexual potency, Jones complained that “since the gland 
craze has struck the rich, they are turning bohemia into a madhouse.”  
Arriving at the Dill Pickle Club (figure 19) loud, drunk, and lecherous, 
these well-to-do slummers increasingly upset the club’s regular patrons 
with sexual advances and displays far more crude than any exhibited by 
Towertown’s free-lovers. “The actions of the flapper and the jelly bean 
scions of our social and industrial kings,” one local tabloid reported, “are 
shocking the aesthetic souls of our budding artists, poets, authors and 
other members of the intellectual mob.” Responding to patrons’ com-
plaints, Jones adopted a temporarily hard-line stance against such rowdy 
behavior, demanding that slummers cease using bohemia as a playground 
for their own sexual pleasure. “Let them pull their stunts at the Casino 
or some other joint,” he insisted, directing slummers back to the main-
stream cabarets of the Loop. “I’ll have no monkeyshines in this place.”53

Occasionally, bohemians became so desperate to mute the social and 
sexual excesses of the slumming trade that they were even willing to 
put aside their general disdain for local authorities. In September 1920, 
Village resident Dolly Lewis agreed to cooperate with the New York Po-
lice Department and the Committee of Fourteen when they launched a 
joint crackdown on local prostitution. Despite the fact that she called 
herself “Bohemian and has no objection, that girls and boys have in-
tercourse, because every girl must be ruined once in her life,” Lewis’s 



CHAPTER FOUR

182

toleration for unconventionality had its limits. If slummers and prosti-
tutes insisted on “hav[ing] intercourse in [the] yard right in front of her 
eyes,” she resolved that she had no alternative but to offer her second-
floor apartment as a lookout for investigators working to terminate such 
activities. Residents at Towertown’s famed Tree Studio Building sought 
similar intervention at the Classic Café, located across Ohio Street from 
their apartments. In letters to the police superintendent and Chicago’s 
reform-minded mayor William E. Dever during the autumn of 1923, 
they complained that “people are coming and going from this café every 
night until two or three o’clock,” talking and laughing loudly, and oc-
casionally breaking into “fist fights, calling and screaming” and gener-
ally making it impossible for area residents to get a good night’s sleep. 
Coming in the midst of Dever’s campaign to clean up Chicago’s illicit 
nightlife, the letters provided the very excuse the mayor needed to order 
an investigation of yet another Near North Side cabaret. Within a day 
of receiving the residents’ letters, police investigators seized “six quart 

19  The Dill Pickle Club, owned and operated by former IWW radical Jack Jones, was easily the 
most popular bohemian tearoom in Towertown. It attracted hordes of curious slummers 
from its founding in 1915 until its closure in 1932. This slang-ridden original watercolor 
poster by an unknown artist played up the tearoom’s popularity with pleasure-seeking 
flappers and their dandified beaux, while subtly mocking the nightspot’s manufactured 
atmosphere of poverty through its depiction of discarded tin cans on the dance floor. 
(Reprinted with permission from the collection of the Newberry Library.)
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bottles of whiskey, gin and wine” at the Classic Café and issued an im-
mediate request to revoke the cabaret’s license.54

Race in Bohemia

Although bohemia served primarily as a space in which sexual mores 
were challenged and new constructions of sexual normativity and devi-
ance emerged, the tearooms and studios of Towertown and Greenwich 
Village also provided places where racial difference was contested and re-
formulated. Bohemians’ involvement in radical politics and artistic pur-
suits prompted them to traduce the boundaries of racial otherness that 
permeated U.S. culture. While nativist urban workers and progressivists 
perpetuated the racialization of southern and eastern Europeans both by 
campaigning for immigration quotas and by encouraging the physical 
segregation of those immigrants who settled in American cities, bohemian 
artists and radicals generally rebuffed such racist tactics. Living in or near 
predominantly Italian neighborhoods in New York’s Greenwich Village 
and on Chicago’s Near North Side, they became frequent patrons at many 
of the districts’ Italian-run resorts, fraternizing with the very immigrants 
who drew nativist ire. Moreover, bohemians heartily welcomed eastern 
and southern European writers, musicians, socialists, and anarchists into 
their inner circles. Harvard-educated intellectuals, including the book-
seller and publisher Albert Boni and writers John Reed and Hutchins Hap-
good, frequently dined with Jewish immigrant radicals, such as Emma 
Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Hippolyte Havel, at the renowned 
Liberal Club and other popular Village resorts. In Chicago, bohemian and 
immigrant intellectuals and artists also socialized together, many of them 
gathering at the Thursday night salons of Jacob Loeb, a prominent Jew-
ish insurance broker (and uncle of Richard Loeb who, along with Nathan 
Leopold, became national criminal-celebrities in the spring of 1924), or 
in Towertown tearooms, including the Dill Pickle Club and the Green 
Mask. Focusing on shared artistic and political pursuits, such interactions 
subverted the segregation faced by most Italian and Jewish immigrants in 
early-twentieth-century New York and Chicago.55

Bohemian artists and radicals sometimes employed similar tactics 
to challenge the segregation of urban blacks. Although blacks were ac-
tively excluded from many of the studios and tearooms of Towertown 
and the Village, several enterprising white bohemians created spaces 
where black artists, musicians, and radicals could meet freely with their 
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white counterparts. Throughout the 1920s, Harlem Renaissance artist 
and writer Richard Bruce Nugent continuously migrated between Har-
lem and the Village, living and socializing with a variety of artists in 
both communities, while Jamaican-born author Claude McKay received 
a similar welcome in New York’s radical political circles, joining The 
Liberator, a Village journal of revolutionary art and protest, as associate 
editor and striking up important, long-lasting friendships with Crystal 
and Max Eastman and Louise Bryant, among others.56

In the Windy City, Kenneth Rexroth recalled that the black and 
white mistresses of “Chicago’s leading Negro banker” were responsible 
for bringing “a lot of South Side high society, music, and underworld”  
to Towertown’s Green Mask, a tearoom that was also frequented by no-
table black talents, such as Bert Williams, Lil Hardin Armstrong, Alberta 
Hunter, Fenton Johnson, Langston Hughes, and Countée Cullen. Jack 
Jones also used art and politics to promote racial mixing at his Dill Pickle 
Club. On the September night in 1921 when the club hosted Reformed 
Episcopal Bishop Samuel Fallows’s public denunciation of the Ku Klux 
Klan, the Chicago Tribune reported that a “third of the audience were 
Negro men and women.” Likely among them was the black communist 
leader Harry Haywood, who recalled meeting both black and white radi-
cals among the speakers and patrons in Tooker Alley when he attended 
the Dill Pickle’s “radical forums and lectures” accompanied by members 
of his “discussion circle” of fellow black postal employees.57

The interracial environment created in bohemian studios and resorts 
spawned a number of cross-racial political and artistic collaborations, 
even encouraging the flowering of several cross-racial romances. Chicago  
bohemian Edna Dexter Fine recalled that a “brilliant Negro” named 
Claude, who often entertained the patrons of the Dill Pickle Club with 
“his pyrotechnics in mathematics and logic,” took up with “a Russian 
girl” whom he met in the nightspot’s audience. Likewise, in 1924, a 
Jewish waitress at this same tearoom was said to have leased a Tower-
town studio to share with Bob Crenshaw, a black activist in the Indus-
trial Workers of the World and a regular Dill Pickler to boot. Following 
the lead of bohemian artists and radicals, middle- and upper-class white 
slummers also romanced the black, Jewish, and Italian Americans whom 
they met in the tearooms of bohemia. Jewish poet Lester Cohen, for in-
stance, first became acquainted with “the North Shore society girl who 
married him” at Towertown’s Dill Pickle. “My, how her relatives carried 
on,” Edna Dexter Fine recalled, “and what capital the newspapers made 
of the story.” Even as the local press cited Cohen’s relationship as an ex-
ample of the perils of racial mixing that awaited slummers in Towertown 
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tearooms, Fine suggested that such stories served mainly to boost the 
popularity of bohemian resorts. “What publicity we got!” she joyfully  
remembered.58

Indeed, far from detracting from the appeal of bohemia, the racial mix-
ing in Towertown and Village resorts—especially that between native-
born whites and Italian and Jewish immigrants—seemed more often to 
heighten their appeal by combining the allure of bohemian sexual non-
conformity with slummers’ earlier fascination with immigrant working-
class spaces and cultures. In Chicago and New York, several tearoom 
proprietors sought to capitalize on this combination, infusing their re-
sorts with a racialized flavor. Along North Clark Street in Towertown, 
Turkish, Greek, and Syrian entrepreneurs marketed their coffeehouses 
to both bohemians and slummers by featuring strong Turkish coffee, 
narghiles, and belly dancers, while in the Village, a Native American 
man opened the “Sioux T. Room” in a basement at 72 Sixth Avenue. 
Russian waitresses and dancers also became prominent fixtures in sev-
eral resorts, including the Village’s Band Box, located in a basement at 
the corner of Sixth Avenue and West Third Street in New York, and Tow-
ertown’s Dill Pickle Club. Middle- and upper-class whites’ enchantment 
with the exotic, racialized elements of bohemia became so pronounced 
that by the late 1910s, at least some Villagers chose to exaggerate their 
racial identities—or even created new ones from whole cloth—to mar-
ket their wares more successfully to thrill-seeking tourists. When Ella  
Breistein (also known as Eleanor Brandt) opened a cigarette shop at  
174 West 4th Street, for example, she became “Sonia, the Russian 
‘Cigarette Girl,’” gaining renown for her bobbed hair and hand-rolled 
smokes, despite her inability to speak a single word of Russian. Similarly, 
Romanian Jewish immigrant Marie Marchand exchanged the Yiddish of  
her childhood for a heavier accent and large hoop earrings, dubbing  
herself “Romany Marie” and employing “colorful trappings, fortune-
telling, and Gypsy music” to enhance the popularity of her Village  
tearoom.59

Although Romany Marie reportedly adopted her new persona, in 
part, to escape the Red Scare tactics that resulted in the December 1919 
deportation of her political mentor Emma Goldman, her bohemian per-
formance of racial otherness served only to solidify the growing public 
perception of Greenwich Village and Towertown as un-American cal-
drons of radicalism and iniquity. In the aftermath of the First World 
War, as U.S. attorney general A. Mitchell Palmer fanned the flames of a 
national anti-radical panic, native-born white bohemians increasingly 
found themselves facing the same local and federal surveillance that 
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threatened to overwhelm entire communities of southern and eastern 
European immigrants in Chicago and New York. In fact, the popular 
linkage of such immigrant groups with bohemians became so potent  
that critics of the Village and Towertown began to regard these neigh-
borhoods as thoroughly foreign districts. In September 1919, Bronx Su-
preme Court justice John M. Tierney insisted that the so-called moral 
deterioration of Greenwich Village was due entirely to suspect alien in-
fluences. “I am astonished at the people and the change of character 
that the neighborhood has undergone,” he told spectators in his court-
room. “These disgusting and debauching conditions cannot be traced 
to native New Yorkers. They have been introduced by people who came 
over from the old world.”60

Although native-born white artists and radicals usually minimized 
the importance of racial differences in Towertown and the Village, in 
this era of rising nativism, more recent arrivals often felt compelled to 
obscure their immigrant status before bohemians and slummers alike. 
June Wiener, the Jewish proprietor of Chicago’s Green Mask and, later, 
New York’s Wind Blew Inn (which she named after the Towertown es-
tablishment), adopted the anglicized name June Carter to downplay her 
ethnicity among patrons and friends. Likewise, the Polish immigrant 
proprietor of the Grey Cottage in Towertown and Eve’s Hangout in the 
Village transformed her given name, Eva Kotchever (or Eve Czlotcheber), 
into Eve Addams. Other immigrants adopted similar strategies in an ef-
fort to blend into the white American middle-class fabric of bohemia, 
severing ties with their own cultural traditions. After moving to Tower-
town, the American-born daughter of an Orthodox Russian immigrant 
couple, for instance, “discarded her Jewish name,” Natalie Feinberg, in 
favor of the more American-sounding moniker Jean Farway. Yet find-
ing that a simple name change was insufficient to win full acceptance 
among the native-born residents of the district, she further ingratiated 
herself into bohemian life by working at a radical bookstore, waiting ta-
bles at a Towertown café, and modeling for a local art class. “Attempting 
to outdo the older members in unconventionality,” an observer from 
the University of Chicago noted, Feinberg/Farway even “began to talk of 
‘free love’” and to have “free relationships with several different men,” 
using sex to prove her bohemianism, and thus her Americanness, in the 
face of persistent nativist sentiments.61

By the mid-1920s, however, such attempts to blend in with bohemi-
ans were increasingly unnecessary for many eastern and southern Euro-
pean immigrants. Although they were still not accepted as equals among 
most native-born white bohemians and slummers, their own growing 
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presence as slummers in the bohemian districts of New York and Chi-
cago worked against their designation as racialized others. The swelling 
crowds of women and men coming “from Brooklyn and the Bronx to 
cut up among the neo-Murgeroids” of the Village recast immigrant New 
Yorkers in the role of spectators instead of spectacles. Following the lead 
of white middle- and upper-class slummers, these Jewish and Italian 
youths became enthusiastic fans of the exotic entertainment and sexually 
permissive atmosphere that bohemia offered. And, like the native-born 
white slummers before them, they exploited this exoticism. For some, 
this meant using their slumming excursions as cover for casual sexual 
encounters with bohemian free-lovers. One young Russian, for example, 
told an investigator from the Committee of Fourteen that he frequented 
the Band Box and other Village resorts “quiet [sic] often purposely to pick 
up girls, which are easy to be gotten in Greenich [sic] Village.” For others, 
bohemian slumming provided an opportunity to try the new style of dat-
ing. These immigrant youths joined white slummers in juxtaposing their 
own public couplings against the supposedly promiscuous mingling of 
free-loving bohemians. Visiting a dive known as the Second Half of the 
Night, British writer Stephen Graham encountered several such couples 
from the Bronx and Brooklyn among the crowd of tourists and celebrities 
taking in the Village sights.62

By pouring into Greenwich Village and Towertown during the early 
and mid-1920s, these slumming parties of immigrant and first-generation  
southern and eastern Europeans accelerated the redrawing of racial 
boundaries in New York and Chicago. They used their position as slum-
mers to start integrating themselves with native-born whites, contribut-
ing to the creation of the modern white/black racial dichotomy that 
came to pit a more inclusive construction of whiteness against the in-
creasingly visible blackness of the tens of thousands of Southern Afri-
can American migrants and the smaller but still substantial number of 
West Indian immigrants who arrived in northern U.S. cities during the 
late 1910s and early 1920s. Bohemian entrepreneurs further expedited 
this process by hiring substantial numbers of black jazz musicians and 
performers to entertain their slumming patronage. By early 1923, both 
immigrant and native-born white youths sat around Robert Cushman’s 
popular Village restaurant, located at Fourth and Cornelia streets, eating  
“sandwiches, and listen[ing] to the music provided by some negroes in 
high collars and shell-rimmed spectacles,” and similar performances be-
came popular attractions at the Dill Pickle Club and several other re-
sorts. While catering to a growing public fascination with black music 
and culture, this introduction of black performers into bohemian resorts 
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also made the shifting boundaries of whiteness all the more discernible 
to bohemia’s visitors. In tearooms and cabarets, the contrast of black 
entertainers and their lighter-skinned audiences provided a striking vi-
sual display of the new urban racial order which was then taking shape, 
one that became even more perceptible as the vogue for black-and-tan 
cabarets succeeded the search for bohemian thrillage.63
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The Negro Vogue:  
Excursions into a  
“Mysterious Dark World”

As the search for bohemian thrillage drew to a close, well-to-
do whites launched a new slumming craze centered around 
black nightlife. Participating in what was perhaps the most 
popular slumming vogue of the early twentieth century, 
throngs of curious white interlopers began to venture into 
the bustling black nightspots of Prohibition-era New York. 
“Harlem was runnin’ twenty-four hours a day,” African 
American jazz saxophonist Eddie Barefield recalled. “When 
downtown closed, all of the people came up to Harlem in 
busloads to the Cotton Club, Connie’s Inn, [and] Small’s 
Paradise.” Whether in limousines full of ermine and tails or 
in more modestly attired clusters on subways and in taxis,  
by the early 1920s, thousands of white slummers were trek-
king to Harlem’s interracial black-and-tan cabarets on a 
nightly basis. “To call yourself a New Yorker,” Harlem Re-
naissance author Wallace Thurman once noted, “you must 
have been to Harlem at least once. Every up-to-date person 
knows Harlem, and knowing Harlem generally means that 
one has visited a night club or two.”1

While closely associated with Harlem, the slumming 
vogue for black nightlife was hardly unique to New York. 
At a time when tens of thousands of African American mi-
grants from the rural South—and smaller but significant 
numbers of West Indian immigrants—were making their 
way to major cities throughout the North and West, this 
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phenomenon captivated urban residents all across the country. In Phil-
adelphia, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, Atlantic City, Baltimore, Los 
Angeles, and San Francisco, black jazz entertainment and cabarets be-
came a mainstay in the nighttime diversions of affluent whites.2 Out-
side New York, however, the most thriving center of black nightlife was 
Chicago. On the city’s South Side, in a district that came to be known as 
Bronzeville, several large cabarets and scores of smaller, more difficult-
to-locate drinking spots drew almost as many late-night white revel-
ers as the hotspots of Harlem. According to one local black columnist, 
by the late 1920s, these “bizarre and gaudy night clubs” were “about 
the only real live oasis that the prohibition authorities have left in this 
torrid desert of temperance.”As in Harlem, thousands of middle- and  
upper-class whites journeyed to Bronzeville each night to indulge in the 
freest flowing bootlegged liquor in the city, not to mention the hottest 
jazz. But music and booze were not the only attractions that drew white 
pleasure seekers to the cities’ black neighborhoods. Slummers also vis-
ited Harlem and Bronzeville to savor—and, on occasion, even wallow 
in—the “primitive,” libidinous atmosphere that they had come to as-
sociate with black urban life.3

For these reasons, although intended as little more than an amuse-
ment, black-and-tan slumming excursions assumed a crucial role in the 
process of reformulating white middle-class sexual propriety. Removed 
from the eyes of nosey neighbors and parents, thousands of young 
white women and men used their journeys into black neighborhoods to 
challenge the bounds of sexual respectability and to contest the popu-
lar notions of racial difference that separated early-twentieth-century  
Americans. In the darkness and relative anonymity of local black and 
tans, they became even more sensual and publicly affectionate with 
each other and, more striking still, began to undermine the very notion 
of the color line. As one black Chicago journalist noted upon entering a 
35th Street cabaret, when “ebony and white savagely sway in the semi-
darkness, their bodies writhing and contorting to the rhythm of jungle 
blues, . . . there are no social or color lines.” Whether “social mentors 
and vibrant pulsating debutantes” or “racketeers and harlots,” they “all 
look and are the same in these soft suggestive lights.” Many slummers 
experienced a similar feeling of commonality with the blacks they met 
in the nightspots of Harlem and Bronzeville—a connection that some-
times carried over into temporary or even more significant cross-racial 
friendships and sexual relationships.4

Despite the possibilities that black-and-tan cabarets presented for 
bridging racial differences, however, sluming usually served primar-
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ily to redefine and reinscribe them. While some whites viewed their 
journeys to Harlem and Bronzeville as conscious opportunities to break 
down the color barriers separating urban Americans, most were imme-
diately aware that they were—as former Cotton Club dancer Howard 
“Stretch” Johnson described the process—“entering into a segregated 
community.” For these men and women, a slumming excursion to 
Harlem or Bronzeville was “like taking a trip from their white world 
into another mysterious dark world,” a trip that offered numerous oc-
casions to take advantage of the supposed freedoms of black nightlife 
while simultaneously reinforcing a sense of white superiority. That is, 
slumming created a space where middle-class whites could normalize 
their own increasingly public sexual behavior by contrasting it with the 
spectacle of cross-racial and black sexuality presented in local black and 
tans. Engaging in such activities allowed slummers not only to redefine 
the contours of early-twentieth-century race and sexuality but also to 
put this process, including the black resistance to it, on astonishingly 
public display.5

“The grossness of primitive sensuality with the gilded refinement 
of modern licentiousness”: Sexualizing Racial Difference

During the 1920s, the nightlife of Harlem and Bronzeville preoccu-
pied white Americans more than any other slumming vogue ever had. 
Whether visitors to New York and Chicago or longtime residents of these 
cities, they longed to gain a glimpse both of the thousands of Southern 
blacks who had only recently settled in the area and of the flourishing  
jazz culture they brought with them as part of the Great Migration. But 
night after night, hordes of affluent white slummers came no closer to 
encountering black urban life than the elaborate floorshows they ob-
served in popular cabarets like Harlem’s Cotton Club (figure 20) and 
Bronzeville’s Plantation Café. Replete with romantic fantasies of the 
antebellum South, as indicated by their names, these largely segre-
gated nightspots provided white patrons with the very performances 
of blackness that they expected to see: jazzed-up versions of the jocular 
mammies, shiftless urban dandies, and alluring jezebels that peopled 
the most problematic minstrel performances of the nineteenth century. 
Only when white amusement seekers ventured off the beaten path to 
visit black-owned or managed nightspots, such as Bronzeville’s Dream-
land Café, Small’s Paradise in Harlem, or one of the hundreds of smaller 
speakeasies or buffet flats strewn across the backstreets of these black 



20  This 1925 broadside advertising Harlem’s famed Cotton Club conveys a relatively ac-
curate picture of the upscale cabaret’s preferred clientele. Controlled by Welsh American 
gangster Owney Madden, the Cotton Club provided black jazz entertainment, dance 
revues, and wait service for an almost-exclusively white after-theater crowd in New York’s 
preeminent black neighborhood from 1923 to 1936, when the club moved downtown. 
This cabaret proved so popular with slummers that reservations for one of its approxi-
mately seven hundred seats were strongly recommended. (Reprinted with permission from 
the Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The 
New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, image #SC-CN-93-0689.)
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neighborhoods, did they come anywhere close to participating in au-
thentic black urban culture. Despite all of this, throughout the Prohibi-
tion era, white Americans’ popular obsession with the pulsating rhythms 
of black jazz prompted them to beat a continuous path to the late-night 
amusements of Harlem and Bronzeville.

The popularity of black-and-tan slumming was so widespread that 
it permeated the very fabric of 1920s popular culture. Beginning with 
the 1926 publication of Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven, which many 
reformers incorrectly credited with prompting the initial white fasci-
nation with Harlem, black-and-tan cabarets became integral settings 
for popular literature set in northern U.S. cities. They provided back-
drops in the novels of Harlem Renaissance writers, including Claude 
McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928), Rudolph Fisher’s The Walls of Jericho 
(1928), Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), and Wallace Thurman’s Infants of 
the Spring (1932), and were also featured in popular novels written by 
white Americans, such as Thomas Beer’s The Road to Heaven (1928) and 
Katherine Brush’s Young Man of Manhattan (1930). With the advent of 
“talkies,” black and tans even became featured locales in American film, 
usually as part of a jazz interlude prompted by a white character’s par-
ticipation in a slumming excursion to the studio version of a Harlem 
nightspot. But in a handful of early motion pictures, including the 1931 
Tallulah Bankhead vehicle, Tarnished Lady, directed by George Cukor, 
the boundary between reality and fiction was blurred by taking the film 
cast and crew on location to actual Harlem cabarets.6

Yet even as such novels and films whetted the public appetite for 
black-and-tan slumming by transporting thousands of urban and rural 
Americans to a world of imaginary cabarets, the recordings of promi-
nent black jazz musicians and blues singers brought those spaces to life 
in living rooms across the nation. On the “race records” produced by 
General Phonograph’s OKeh label, as well as by Victor, Columbia, and 
Vocalion Dance Records, listeners could hear some of the most popular 
Harlem and Bronzeville performers of the 1920s. Recordings of Bessie  
Smith, Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Joe “King” Oliver, Sidney Bechet, and 
others so closely captured the sound of local black and tans that, accord-
ing to the owner of one Bronzeville record store, “Colored people would 
form a line twice around the block when the latest record of Bessie or Ma 
or Clara or Mamie came in.” In short order, they were joined by thou-
sands of well-to-do white women and men, ranging from novelist Carl 
Van Vechten and his bohemian friends to ordinary middle-class cabaret 
goers who sought to recapture some semblance of their slumming expe-
riences within the privacy of their own homes.7
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But no development in popular culture helped reinforce the popular-
ity of black-and-tan slumming as much as radio. In 1925, less than four 
years after local broadcasts had first begun in Chicago, WBBM began 
experimenting with remote transmissions from Bronzeville black and 
tans. Simply by turning a knob on their radio, listeners could nestle into 
the clamorous surroundings of the Sunset Café, the Regal, the Apex, or 
the Grand Terrace Ballroom, where Louis Armstrong, Jimmie Noone, 
and Earl Hines sported their best for racially mixed audiences. In New 
York, the situation was much the same, with several small radio stations 
broadcasting remote shows from Harlem cabarets. By 1927, listeners 
could tune in WHW to hear the nightly broadcasts of Duke Ellington 
from the stage of Harlem’s renowned Cotton Club, a pleasure that was 
available soon thereafter to listeners nationwide, courtesy of the Colum-
bia Broadcasting System.8

Despite the proliferation of these increasingly lifelike surrogates, noth-
ing could compare to the firsthand experience of a black and tan. Opting 
for live-action performances over remote radio broadcasts, well-to-do 
white pleasure seekers flocked to Harlem and Bronzeville cabarets with 
resounding frequency. In doing so, they not only ignored white reform-
ers’ warnings that such nightspots were spaces of impending racial and 
sexual conflict but also demonstrated a decided resolve to portray them-
selves as worldly urbanites who challenged conventional social bound-
aries while indulging a voyeuristic fascination with black culture. One 
female college student told Chicago sociologist Walter Reckless that she 
understood her recent slumming expedition in Bronzeville both as an 
expression of her “desire to be sophisticated concerning the ways of the 
large city” and as a chance to sample jazz and black nightlife up close. 
For many middle-class whites, participation in this latest vogue was 
simply another experience—like smoking, drinking, and petting—to be 
added to the repertoire of the modern cosmopolitan. “I danced with the 
Negroes at the Speak-easy,” University of Chicago undergraduate Eve 
Blue confided to her diary, “simply because I was a little binged [drunk] 
and because I wanted the experience.”9

Still other middle-class slummers were drawn to black nightlife as part 
of a desire to escape, however temporarily, the restrictive confines of 
their daily lives. Under cover of darkness, one Chicago guidebook noted, 
whites arrived at black-and-tan cabarets “to partake of the happy-go-
lucky and joyous spirit supposed to be inherent in the Negro soul.” Amid 
such allegedly primitive sensuality, white middle-class men were said 
to seek relief from the bureaucratic routine of modern-day work. That 
is, having been allegedly unmanned by professions such as advertising, 
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engineering, and corporate management that placed them in positions 
where they had control over neither their labor nor the products of that 
labor, men in this new class of salaried managers and professionals sup-
posedly sought release and inspiration in the “uncivilized” nightlife of 
black New York and Chicago. “The business man lives a strenuous life 
and expends on his work all that overflowing energy which an idler spe-
cies is tempted to throw into a bout of sensual pleasure,” British travel 
writer Stephen Graham remarked in 1927, suggesting—through a typi-
cally racist formulation of newly popularized Freudian psychology—that 
white businessmen might temporarily reclaim their sensuality by em-
bracing the so-called primitivism of black cabaret patrons.10

By and large, white middle- and upper-class women were not subject 
to the routine labor of the modern workplace; even so, they also sought 
to escape the perceived sterility of modern life. Writing in The Rogue, a 
literary journal that she coedited with her husband, Louise Norton re-
marked that she returned time and again to a particular New York black  
and tan because the atmosphere allowed her to “forget, forget, forget!” 
To forget what, she did not say, but one might safely surmise that she 
went to forget convention, if not the very racial and sexual boundaries 
that separated her from others—and that in forgetting, she intended 
to give herself over to the basic human urges and desires that she as-
sociated with the supposed primitivism of black culture.11 One female  
undergraduate told sociologist Walter Reckless that she felt all her res-
ervations dissolve when she visited her first Chicago black and tan. At 
first, she “wished [she] might look in, unseen, untouched by its actual 
contact,” but after a few drinks, when the strains of a familiar tune came 
wafting from the jazz orchestra, she longed to join the “joyous, mongrel 
horde.” Dancing with her white male companion, she recalled:

I lost my old self in the delight of perfect freedom and movement. A Jewish boy with a 

nice face pressed his lips to those of a mulatto girl who was his partner. They danced 

on and on, their lips and bodies pressed together. The girls’ [sic] drunken eyes closed. 

I shut mine too. With the last strains of the music, Tom gave me an added pressure 

and kissed my forehead, I was like the rest now.12

For one brief moment, liquor, jazz, and the “perfect freedom” of danc-
ing not only dissolved the racial and sexual boundaries that ordinarily 
separated this young white woman from “Jewish boys” and “mulatto 
girls” but also allowed her to escape the social constraints that usually 
proscribed public expressions of affection and sexual desire by respect-
able white women and men.
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During the 1910s and early 1920s, white middle-class youths chal-
lenged the boundaries of sexual respectability with public displays of af-
fection and “petting parties” on college campuses and in the bohemian 
tearooms of Towertown and Greenwich Village. But in the sexual prim-
itivism that they identified with the pulsing rhythms and unfamiliar 
sounds of black jazz, slummers found a ready-made excuse for their fur-
ther escape from social convention and sexual propriety. “You go sort of 
primitive up there,” Jimmy Durante wrote of Harlem in 1931, “with the 
bands moaning blues like nobody’s business, slim, bare-thighed brown-
skin gals tossing their torsos, and the Negro melody artists bearing down 
something terrible on the minor notes.”13 Indeed, the “evil genius” of 
black-and-tan cabarets, one Chicago official insisted, was their use of 
black culture to promote intimacy among middle-class whites. Order-
ing the closure of the Entertainers’ Café in 1922, judge Arnold Heap 
denounced its ability to “artfully” combine “the grossness of primitive 
sensuality with the gilded refinement of modern licentiousness.” It was 
not the mixing of blacks and whites in this Bronzeville cabaret that most 
disturbed him, but the intimate contact its popularity and close quar-
ters promoted among the white couples who visited the establishment. 
While dancing to the “loud and discordant noises” of the cabaret’s 
jazz orchestra, Judge Heap observed with disgust, “each couple scarcely 
moved from their original positions. To do otherwise was impossible.”14 
Observing similar conditions at Barron Wilkins’s Harlem cabaret, an 
investigator from New York’s Committee of Fourteen claimed that the 
close personal contact on the cabaret’s dance floor actually allowed 
slummers to transform their dancing into sexual acts. While dancing 
“an improper dance,” the investigator reported, a young white woman 
told her male partner “that he was bound to get a dry f. . . . if she’ll  
keep on rubbing her abdomen against [him].”15

Anti-vice investigations of several fashionable slumming destinations 
in the black neighborhoods of Chicago and New York revealed that the 
white patrons of black and tans often behaved more freely and sexually 
than the cabarets’ black patrons and performers. “According [to] my ob-
servation,” Committee of Fourteen investigator Harry Kahan reported 
after visiting one popular Harlem resort, “the colored patrons in here 
behaved better th[a]n the white and frankly said the white patrons were 
running wild in here (both, men and women).” German sexologist Mag-
nus Hirschfeld reached a similar conclusion during a visit to Harlem’s 
Savoy Ballroom in the early 1930s. “White men and white women have 
lost, to a large extent, the sense of play which animates . . . colored 
dancers,” he insisted. “They are too sex-conscious and self-conscious. 
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Hugging each other closely, dancing cheek to cheek,” in a more obvious 
“manifestation of eroticism.”16

Although Hirschfeld’s comparison of black and white dance styles 
relied on racist notions of black “primitivism” and “immaturity” to 
draw a clear distinction between the conscious behavior of whites and 
the supposedly unconscious behavior of blacks, his characterization of 
white dancing in Harlem black and tans accurately captured the sexual 
permissiveness that white slummers often exhibited in black spaces. For 
many white women and men, a trip to Harlem or Bronzeville offered a 
chance to indulge their sexual desires for each other while maintaining a 
sense of respectability in their own neighborhoods. On occasion, white 
women even expressed their sexual availability to white men simply by 
suggesting that they go slumming in a black cabaret. For instance, when 
an undercover investigator propositioned a Lower East Side dance-hall 
hostess by asking where she went “when you go out for a good time,” 
she remarked, “I’ve been up to the Cotton Club in Harlem and have 
danced there all night.” Only later did she acknowledge that the in-
vestigator was asking where she usually went to have sex, noting that 
her suggestion of a trip to the Cotton Club was intended as an indirect 
confirmation of her sexual availability.17

While some white women used slumming as an excuse to give white 
men easier sexual access to their bodies, most middle-class women ac-
companied their suitors and husbands to black-and-tan cabarets just 
as they would on any other date—to solidify their relationships with 
these men and simultaneously proclaim their “emancipation” as New 
Women. Like their attempts to partake of the bohemian thrillage of 
Greenwich Village and Towertown, these jaunts to black neighbor-
hoods generated new norms of white sexual propriety, encompassing 
both the acceptance of more casual sexual familiarity among respect-
able white couples and the increasingly public display of such familiar-
ity. But unlike other white middle-class forays into sexualized urban  
spaces, black-and-tan slumming expeditions provided an opportunity 
to contain the emancipation of the New Woman by reinforcing her 
dependence upon and subservience to white men. In a twist on the ide-
ology that struck fear into the hearts of Southern white women and mo-
tivated the lynching of numerous Southern black men during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, northern white men some-
times exploited the myth of the black male sexual predator who lurked 
in the black-and-tan cabarets of the urban North, waiting to prey on 
unsuspecting female slummers, in order to discourage white women’s 
increased independence.18
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One white female undergraduate reported experiencing precisely this 
dynamic when she attended a Bronzeville cabaret with a group of college 
friends. Imagining herself the object of a black man’s desire, she literally 
threw herself into the arms of her white male companion, whom she 
had met only hours before and “scarcely knew.” “From our table,” she  
recalled, “I saw a shiny, black male negro with a wide teethy smile watch-
ing me. I dug my fingers into Tom’s arm. I had heard that these crea-
tures asked white girls to dance with them.” Initially, the undergraduate 
averted her gaze to avoid encouraging the black man’s desire, but ulti-
mately she accepted her date’s invitation to dance in an effort to deter 
any further advances. The bestial danger that she associated with the 
black man not only rendered her dependent upon Tom, reinforcing her 
subservience as a white woman, but also drove her into increased physi-
cal intimacy with him. Moreover, it helped to normalize the casualness 
with which she accepted this intimacy, shoring up new norms of white 
sexual propriety by contrasting her same-race relationship with the per-
versity that whites assigned to cross-racial sex in particular and black-
ness more generally.19

“I simply can’t get any kick from a white skin any more”:  
Cross-Racial Spectacles and Desires

“The night-life [in Harlem] has a great deal of . . . sex perversion,” a 
popular 1920s travelogue remarked, more than accurately capturing the 
popular representation of local black and tans. “I am bound to say that 
there was much that was vicious and nasty which if described plainly 
might cause my book to be banned,” its author continued, “[ but] I dare 
say many people would have given their eyes to see [it].” Indeed, many 
white women and men flocked to Harlem and Bronzeville cabarets ex-
pressly to witness their risqué entertainments, thrilled by the thought 
that they were participating in something dirty even as they carefully 
distanced themselves from it. Watching dancers “as sinuous as serpents” 
and “marvellous incredible waiters” with “doglike heads [that] came 
out of their collars on sinuous doggy necks,” white amusement seek-
ers juxtaposed their supposedly respectable behavior with the primal, 
animalistic demeanor they perceived in blacks. To more sharply define 
the distinction between white respectability and black licentiousness, 
slummers even encouraged the cabarets’ black entertainers to jazz up 
the sensuality of their performances. In a fairly typical example of such 
conduct, a “party of four young white boys” at a Bronzeville black and 
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tan reportedly “shout[ed] encouragement to the dancers to more ob-
scene movements with their bodies.” White patrons also reveled in the 
suggestiveness of blues lyrics, urging performers to sing more and more 
racy numbers. At Chicago’s Pioneer Cabaret, for instance, they greeted 
a young black male performer with appreciative howls when he sang 
about “screw[ing] her with his sweet little thing,” becoming “so boister-
ous” that an anti-vice investigator regretfully reported that he “could 
not catch all the words.”20

For the most part, the so-called lewdness of black-and-tan perfor-
mances was fairly tame by today’s standards. In the early 1920s, anti-
vice investigations in New York and Chicago most often cited black 
female dancers for lifting their skirts above their knees, flashing glimpses 
of their undergarments, or moving their bodies in a suggestive manner. 
Nudity was rarely observed at the cities’ most popular black and tans. 
Yet because the black performers’ perceived vulgarity provided a useful 
counterpoint against which slummers could establish new boundaries 
of white sexual propriety, municipal authorities often sought to elimi-
nate such displays with the same fervor they usually reserved for public 
sexual acts and indecent exposure. In a 1922 case initiated by Chicago’s 
Committee of Fifteen, municipal judge Arnold Heap even suggested that 
a fully clothed black female dancer at the popular Entertainers’ Café 
was more “indecent and obscene” than a naked one would have been. 
“Counsel for defendant seems to try to make a point that defendant 
did not expose her flesh to the gaze of the patrons of the show,” Heap 
rebuffed the performer’s attorney, insisting that “The point is insignifi-
cant and will not stand the test of analysis. Experience teaches that too 
gross an exhibition of immodesty frequently shocks the sensibilities of 
the gazer since nothing is left for the imagination whereas the fascina-
tion lies in obtaining but a half view of what is desired to be seen.”21

By the mid-1920s, however, anti-vice organizations largely accepted 
such performances despite their continued disdain for them. Chorus 
lines of “tall, tan, and terrific” women became regular features at the 
most popular black and tans, especially those that catered primarily to a 
white patronage. Appearing in “nothing but small jock straps over their 
buttocks and private parts and scanty brassieres” at the famed Lenox Av-
enue Club and elsewhere, these entertainers mirrored the white chorus 
girls who appeared nightly in Broadway and Rush Street cabarets and in 
stage revues, such as the Ziegfeld Follies. Yet unlike white chorus lines, 
these black female dancers—no matter how light-skinned (or, perhaps, 
precisely because they were light-skinned)—served as potent reminders 
of the cross-racial sexual desires and taboos that circulated in black and 
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tans, stimulating and frightening the cabarets’ white patrons while sup-
plying a foil for their increased sexual intimacy with each other.22

“The South Side cabarets still attract large crowds of slumming par-
ties who are apparently pleased with the atmosphere of sensuality and 
find delight in seeing the intermingling of races,” a New York social 
reformer, Paul M. Kinsie, told Chicago’s JPA in late 1923, after com-
pleting a series of investigations commissioned by the organization. In 
fact, Kinsie noted, the cross-racial sexuality on display at Bronzeville 
black and tans so fascinated some middle-class whites that they simply 
could not keep their hands off it. At the popular Paradise Cabaret, lo-
cated at Prairie Avenue and 35th Street, he watched as one particularly 
adventuresome white couple transformed the common voyeurism of 
slumming into a tactile sport that simultaneously made a spectacle of 
the seeming perversity of cross-racial sexuality, while reinforcing the 
sexual respectability of the couple’s own racially homogeneous relation-
ship. The “young [white] couple who were seated near the dance floor,” 
Kinsie reported, “continually plac[ed] their hands upon the person of 
a white man and a colored woman who were dancing. Each time this 
couple would pass, the [white couple] seated at the table would slap 
them on the back and in one instance the man was seen to put his hand 
under the colored woman’s clothes.” Yet despite their unruly behavior, 
by remaining seated at their table, the white couple assumed a position 
of relative respectability—a position gained at the expense of unwitting 
dancers whose cross-racial coupling they cast both as entertainment and 
as an oddity requiring hands-on examination.23

Although the majority of white visitors to Harlem and Bronzeville 
never ventured beyond the showplace cabarets designed for white audi-
ences, those who dared to explore the neighborhoods’ basement speak-
easies and buffet flats uncovered even more explicitly sexual spectacles 
against which they could define themselves. In Harlem’s buffet flats, 
such as the one on 131st Street that New York detectives raided during 
the summer of 1925, slummers might stumble upon a “rainbow party” 
where “white and colored women and men” cavorted together, “clad in 
less than nothing.” Or, at Chicago’s Pioneer Cabaret they might watch—
as one social investigator claimed to have done—the black male dance 
partner of a white woman “r[u]n his fingers into her anal cavities while 
they were dancing and she laughed through it all,” taking pleasure in 
“being the center of attraction.” At times, the black-and-tan spectacle in 
local nightspots became so graphic that any indiscretion committed by 
white couples simply paled in comparison. Such was certainly the case 
at Harlem’s white-owned Elks Café, where the public petting of white 
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pleasure seekers seemed the very image of sexual restraint, compared 
with cross-racial couples regularly “going through the act of sexual in-
tercourse in view of the others.”24

Several buffet flats in Harlem and Bronzeville actually specialized in 
presenting live sexual performances that paying audiences might eas-
ily co-opt as exemplary counterpoints to their own social and sexual 
respectability—despite the fact that slummers’ mere observance of such 
activities should have called their respectability into question. Originally 
attended primarily by black and white working-class men, the most 
popular of these flats featured black women “performing indecent acts 
on each other.” But when white middle-class women and men began 
to frequent these performances as part of their slumming expeditions  
to black neighborhoods, the sex circuses or “freak shows,” as such per-
formances were known, also incorporated displays of cross-racial sex. 
Anthropologist J. A. Rogers recalled that “orgies á la gai Paris and Berlin” 
were often “staged between Negroes and white women for the benefit 
of white slummers” in Prohibition-era Harlem. Similar events became 
popular among Chicago slummers at about this same time, reaching 
peak concentration during the 1933–34 Century of Progress World’s 
Fair. In the first months of the exposition, Chicago’s JPA turned up nu-
merous locations in Bronzeville where, as one Jewish taxi driver told 
the organization’s undercover investigator, “you can see colored and 
white men and women together” who were “putting on REAL things for 
the World’s Fair.” In language apparently too explicit even for the JPA’s 
internal consumption, another driver suggested a live performance that 
incorporated three separate “perversions”—cross-racial sexuality, cun-
nilingus, and fellatio—asking, “Have you ever heard of a dark man (Ne-
gro), going ____, ____ on a white woman? And then she goes ____, ____ 
on him?”25

Some slummers, however, were less interested in establishing their 
own sexual respectability vis-à-vis cross-racial sexual spectacles than 
they were in participating in the opportunities for cross-racial intimacy 
that flourished in these public amusements. Indeed, many affluent 
whites relished the thought of even the most casual cross-racial con-
tact, including the close physical intimacy associated with simply danc-
ing. Although white middle-class men had cultivated such cross-racial 
encounters at least since the first slumming crazes hit New York and 
Chicago, it was not until the Negro vogue of the 1920s that substantial 
numbers of white middle-class women began to follow their lead, tak-
ing to the dance floors of Harlem and Bronzeville with their black male 
escorts. Whether at Small’s Paradise (figure 21) or another popular black 
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and tan, during Prohibition, a correspondent for the New York Graphic 
reported, one was as likely to encounter white “women short story writ-
ers, [or] the wife of an eminent Wall street lawyer dancing with a Negro 
man” as the more stereotypical couplings of black women and white 
men. For many female slummers, the cross-racial adventure terminated 
at the end of one relatively restrained—and often awkward—dance, but 
others carried the erotic charge of slumming one step further by indulg-
ing in cross-racial necking and petting both on and off the dance floor. 
According to investigators working for the JPA, the daring entailed in 
such public displays apparently heightened the thrill that white women 
and men achieved by “hugging and kissing their colored companions” 
or by dancing “the most obscene and degrading movements to the limit 
of sensuality.”26

By the 1920s, white middle-class social commentators had come to 
expect such behavior from working-class whites, but they still bristled 
at the thought that the well-to-do participated in public displays of 

21  In this 1929 photograph, a crowd of black and white patrons looks on as an entertainer 
dances the shimmy to the accompaniment of a jazz band at Small’s Paradise in Harlem. 
Owned and operated by African American entrepreneur Edwin Smalls at 2294½ Seventh 
Avenue near 135th Street, Small’s Paradise was the only upscale Harlem black and tan that 
actively solicited black patrons. The number of turned heads and hands covering faces in 
this photograph demonstrates that slumming remained a somewhat controversial pastime 
even in the late 1920s. (Reprinted with permission, © Bettmann/Corbis.)
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cross-racial intimacy. “Gorgeous looking white girls unashamedly neck 
with dapper sepias” in Harlem cabarets, the nationally syndicated col-
umnist Walter Winchell noted in 1929.

What amazes the newcomer to these black and tan rendezvous is that the women 

who Go In For Such Things are not the types you expect to find; the coarse and tough 

sort. The women who enjoy the companionship of a colored man appear to be the 

class sort, the lorgnette-juggling “ladies,” who make you self-conscious about your 

inferiority with their broad A’s, and who attire themselves in the most costly finery.27

Yet if the public cross-racial intimacies of such “class” women disturbed 
commentators like Winchell, the forthrightness with which some of 
these same “ladies” arranged private cross-racial assignations almost cer-
tainly appalled them. To express their “fascination for Negro men,” the 
jazz entertainer Bricktop recalled, at Bronzeville’s Panama Inn a num-
ber of white women began using “a thing . . . called ‘grenades.’ These 
were notes that usually read something like ‘Call me at such-and-such a 
number,’” which they “would pass . . . to a waiter or entertainer, who in 
turn would deliver the note to the intended party.” And if these women 
wanted the man badly enough, Bricktop insisted that there was little 
that could get in their way; the boldest among them distributing such 
grenades even while in the company of their white male escorts.28

One Southern white woman explained such liberated behavior to an-
thropologist J. A. Rogers by insisting that as the New Woman “t[ook] 
over all the habits of the white male, . . . she certainly is not going to 
miss the most delectable one.” Although the average middle-class white 
woman might “come up to Harlem, have a good time there, and then go 
back downtown and talk against Negroes,” Rogers’s informant insisted 
that a growing number of these women were beginning to indulge their 
sexual desires for black men, no matter how racist their foundation. In-
deed, some white women visited Harlem and Bronzeville for the express 
purpose of having sex with black men, becoming quite upset when their 
dates failed to fulfill their sexual expectations. “A young Jewess on the 
staff of the . . . magazine grew angry at me,” one well-known black man 
recalled, “because I spent an evening with her in Harlem and did not 
suggest taking her to my room.” But for most of the female slummers 
who were so inclined, finding a black man who was willing to have 
sex with them posed little problem. This ease even encouraged some of 
them to develop a decided preference for black sexual partners. “I simply 
can’t get any kick from a white skin any more,” one such woman re-
marked, while another, questioned at Harlem’s Green Leaf Melody Club, 
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expressed a partiality for “the colored man’s technique.” She “comes 
to Harlem just to have a fling and learn some new tricks,” the latter 
woman told the Committee of Fourteen’s black undercover investigator,  
“because the people (of the [ black] night life) do more tricky things than 
they do downtown.”29

Like the white male slummers who kept black mistresses or hired 
black prostitutes when they visited Bronzeville or Harlem, wealthy white 
women sometimes paid for the sexual favors of their black paramours. 
Challenging the social dictates which both delimited respectable white 
women’s sexual involvement with black men and placed their sexual-
ity under the control of white men, these women used money to assert 
their sexual independence and their right to pursue cross-racial desire. 
As early as 1915, New York’s Committee of Fourteen noted that “From 
time to time reports have been received that there are a certain num-
ber of white women who have colored lovers, the lover being a male 
with whom they consort for the satisfaction of their sex passions. Less 
frequently reports are heard of resorts where white women go for the 
purpose of having these passions satisfied by a colored man.” At the 
height of the Negro vogue, however, this trend seems to have increased. 
According to the New York Amsterdam News, “A group of Park avenue 
girls anxious for a thrill” were even rumored to be covering the rent on 
a basement dive known as the Club Anna—not because they wanted to 
show a “particular interest in any one man,” but because the club’s man-
ager, Hillis Waters, “pick[ed] out” a few desirable black male partners 
“for the occasion” every time the women came uptown.30

While such arrangements between white women and black men 
challenged the dominant power structure by removing white women’s 
bodies and sexuality at least temporarily from white male control, the 
brothels that provided black women for white men reconfirmed it. 
Treating these women as mere outlets for white male sexual desire, local 
buffet flats contributed to the confirmation and maintenance of white 
manhood, as well as to the reinforcement of white men’s racial domina-
tion over the nonwhite residents of Harlem and Bronzeville. The story 
was a familiar one. At least since the era of slavery, Southern white men 
had affirmed their position of racial and sexual dominance by using 
black women as their primary extra- and premarital sexual partners. 
Supposedly intended to protect the respectability and marriageablity of 
white women by diverting white male sexual aggression onto blacks, 
this practice not only confirmed white male power over white women 
by prescribing the boundaries of proper white female sexuality, but also 
asserted white men’s racial privilege over slaves and emancipated blacks 
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by compelling them, either for reasons of ownership or economics, to 
bow to white men’s wishes.31

During the early twentieth century, similar practices became com-
mon in the urban North, as the Great Migration brought thousands of 
unemployed black women to northern U.S. cities where they became 
easy targets for white men’s attempts to secure their public status and 
racial privilege. By the early 1930s, for instance, male students at the 
City College of New York regularly encouraged each other to prove their 
manhood and their acceptability for fraternity membership by having 
sex with black women in Harlem’s brothels. As one freshman reported, 
“sophomores had told them that ‘one does not become a man until he 
had had a black woman,’ and that they could not be considered for mem-
bership in a fraternity until they became ‘men.’” Municipal authorities, 
charged with eliminating both white and black female prostitution, often 
seemed to support this position by choosing to focus their attention on 
preserving the sanctity of white womanhood at the expense of the black 
women who worked in the buffet flats of Harlem and Bronzeville. “They 
ought to let those places run,” a white Chicago police officer told an un-
dercover investigator from the JPA following a temporary crackdown on 
Bronzeville prostitution in 1923. “Young fellows have got to go out and 
if they close them up wait till you see all the rapes that’ll be taking place. 
Why your sister and my sister won’t be safe on the streets.”32

This permissive attitude toward female prostitution marked a decided 
shift from the white slavery panic of the previous decade, but it was 
a shift made possible only because white urbanites began to associate 
illicit sexual activity primarily with blacks. Where once reformers had 
labored to prevent the commercial exploitation of seemingly innocent 
white women, by the late 1910s they were coming to think of urban 
prostitution as an almost natural outgrowth of the supposed patholo-
gies of black female sexuality. The greater visibility of black prostitutes 
on the streets of New York and Chicago and their disproportionate rep-
resentation among the women charged with sexual offenses appeared 
to confirm this assessment with the majority of the cities’ white resi-
dents. Few, if any, gave serious consideration to the role that employ-
ment discrimination and poverty played in encouraging black women 
to enter the sex trade at higher rates than their white counterparts. Nor 
did many whites stop to ponder how their fascination with black urban 
culture and sexuality almost certainly contributed to the increased vi-
ability and profitability of prostitution in Bronzeville and Harlem. Yet 
as the correlation of black women and prostitution became fixed in the 
minds of slummers and other white urbanites, it not only reinforced 



CHAPTER F IVE

206

the racial privilege of white men who used black women to satisfy their 
illicit sexual desires but also facilitated the expansion of the bounds of 
white female sexual propriety. At a time when “slumming, night life, 
exaggerations in dress, [and] an unchaperoned life outside the home” 
had begun—in sociologist Walter Reckless’s famed formulation—to blur 
“the outward distinction between the painted sport and the paler pro-
tected lady,” the figure of the black prostitute provided a useful foil for 
white women’s increasingly public sexual behavior and helped secure a 
certain level of social status and sexual respectability for even the least 
reputable of modern white women.33

“Merely side shows staged for sensation-seeking whites?”  
Black Resistance to the Negro Vogue

By the early 1920s, the black residents of both Chicago and New York be-
gan to recognize that their neighborhoods were becoming havens for a 
range of so-called sexual perversions, including prostitution, cross-racial  
sexuality, and other public sexual expressions and performances. Re-
sponding to this discovery, the communities’ newspapers, churches, 
and social reform organizations launched a series of sustained protests 
against this unsavory development. They objected not only to the vir-
tual segregation of illicit sexual activity to black residential and commer-
cial districts but also to its fertilization and growth under local police 
protection. Writing about the “‘wide open’ conditions” in Harlem 
during the fall of 1922, editors of the black-owned New York Age com-
plained that “the city administration seems to have given over this sec-
tion of the town for the exploitation of vicious practices . . . without the 
slightest effort at restraint or concealment.” The Chicago Whip, another 
black-owned newspaper, described similar conditions in Bronzeville as 
“a direct slap in the face” of a black electorate that had supported the 
administration of the Republican mayor “Big Bill” Thompson. “If the 
people want open prostitution and gambling and it is compelled to exist 
because the politicians profit from it,” the editors of the Whip lamented, 
“we can only hope that it will be segregated and removed from residen-
tial sections where people make the pretense of decency.”34

What made this situation particularly objectionable to black reform-
ers was the fact that most of the illicit amusements in these districts 
were white owned and catered to increasingly white audiences. “The 
vice and corruption which infests Chicago’s black belt is not to be at-
tributed to the black people,” the Chicago Whip insisted in 1922. “In 
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every investigated case it is always discernible that some white wretch 
is the profiteer and protector.” The editors of the New York Age agreed, 
noting that “most of the proprietors” of Harlem cabarets “are white, 
and the immunity which they enjoy is but another example of the ex-
ploitation of the darker race.” This exploitation only increased during 
the mid- to late 1920s, as the growing “invasion” of white slummers, in 
the words of Harlem Renaissance author Wallace Thurman, rendered 
most black public amusements “merely side shows staged for sensation-
seeking whites.”35 Capitalizing on the Negro vogue, white entrepreneurs 
opened an increasing number of black and tans to cater to the slumming 
trade that had descended upon black urban communities and expanded 
their commercial enterprises to include the operation of buffet flats that 
specialized in the procurement of black and white female prostitutes for 
a high-scale white clientele.36

Occasional crackdowns on the public amusements of Harlem and 
Bronzeville did little to end this system of white exploitation. When mu-
nicipal authorities chose to rein in the illicit sex, drinking, and gambling 
that flourished in black neighborhoods, several black social commenta-
tors noted, they usually focused their efforts on black-owned establish-
ments. Venues owned and frequented by whites were allowed to operate 
largely unimpeded. By 1922, this tendency had become so pronounced 
that Virgil Williams, the black proprietor of several different Bronzeville 
cabarets, publicly contended that “a color line . . . has been drawn so 
firmly that only white people, mostly Jews, are permitted to operate” buf-
fet flats and black and tans in Chicago’s black community.37 As the bias 
of white anti-vice organizations and municipal authorities became even 
more conspicuous throughout the 1920s, black newspapers protested 
such selective closings with significant verve. In one sharply worded 
complaint, the Chicago Whip drew its readers’ attention to the moral 
hypocrisy of white regulatory actions that closed down black-owned 
Bronzeville cabarets while overlooking “the most brazen [white-owned] 
dives in the community.” Adopting the language of social and religious 
reformers, the newspaper’s editors remarked, “The purification of the 
black man’s morals will not save the white sinner’s souls [sic].”38

While black reformers agreed with their white counterparts that the 
sexual excesses exhibited in black entertainment districts required imme-
diate and strict policing, they usually disagreed on who and what should 
be policed. White municipal authorities blamed the immorality of these 
spaces on black sexual practices and enticements to cross-racial encoun-
ters, but black observers attributed the deteriorating moral conditions 
to the “white sinners” who flocked to Bronzeville and Harlem by the  
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thousands. Reversing the rhetoric of primitivism and perversity that 
whites often used to depict black sexuality, African American social crit-
ics ascribed uncontrollable desires and animalistic urges to the white 
patrons of buffet flats and black and tans. In the winter of 1922, the 
Chicago Whip warned its black readership that “sexual perversion of the 
worst kind” was being “encouraged and advertised” by a local “prostitu-
tion syndicate of white reprobates,” and it insisted that neighborhood 
residents mobilize to protect their “wives, daughters and little children” 
from being “intimidated and corrupted by these terrible creatures.” The 
New York Age similarly indicted the white proprietors of local amuse-
ments for promoting the proliferation of white sexual perversity in a 
black residential district. By “cater[ing] to the demands of their perverted 
[white] patrons,” the paper’s editors asserted, white cabaret owners were, 
as the title of the editorial exclaimed, “giving Harlem a bad name.”39

Although most black observers focused their wrath on the white pro-
prietors of local black and tans, they reserved at least some scorn for those 
blacks who facilitated white sexual antics. Reform-minded reporters and 
ministers often lashed out at black politicians who appeared to profit per-
sonally from the slumming trade, and even an occasional neighborhood 
church or two found itself under attack for turning a blind eye to the 
situation in order to “get money from the white dive-keepers when a new 
organ is needed for the worship of the Lord.”40 But particular opprobrium 
was levied on the ordinary black women and men who aided and abetted 
white displays of illicit sexuality. As early as 1917, the Chicago Defender 
railed against the scores of black male “fixers” who “f[ou]nd a profit-
able field in acting as escorts to young white men slumming through the 
south side,” while the New York Age launched a similar campaign in 1926 
against local “slumming hostesses” who offered to show “inquisitive 
Nordics . . . the real inside of the New Negro Race of Harlem.” Local com-
mentators were especially enraged by the black bartenders, taxi drivers, 
and pimps who arranged liaisons between white men and black women 
in an effort to line their own pockets. Insisting that the protection of 
black womanhood formed the cornerstone of racial respectability, the 
Defender’s editors lambasted “this slimiest of all creatures” for betraying 
his responsibility as a “Race man” by selling local women to “some slum-
ming white rogue.” Moreover, they urged readers to chase such men “out 
of town or put him in the [B]ridewell [prison], where he belongs.”41

The rhetoric employed by black social critics was a photographic neg-
ative of that adopted by white reformers, for it condemned the cross-
racial sexual interactions of white men and black women, rather than 
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white women and black men. In an attempt to rehabilitate the sexual 
image of black men, some observers even contrasted the myth of the 
black male sexual predator with the reality of the white one. “We hear 
that word ‘moron’ used quite frequently now,” the Chicago Whip noted 
in 1922,

and in many instances we read that these morons, most of them white, have raped 

and despoiled young girls. . . . We venture to say that the white morons of Chicago 

have defiled and seduced more women and girls in the city of Chicago than black 

men have in the whole United States during the last ten years.42

According to such critics, white men were particularly guilty of exploit-
ing the economic vulnerabilities of Southern black migrants, nudging 
them into lives of prostitution shortly after their arrival in northern cit-
ies or, at the very least, into casual encounters that encouraged them to 
treat white men with sexual favors in return for dinner, entertainment, 
or gifts of clothing. African American composer Will Marion Cook noted 
that “this degrading of colored girls by white people” occurred even at 
upscale nightclubs like Connie’s Inn, where management not only ex-
hibited scantily clad black women in its famous Harlem revues, but also 
arranged “drinking parties and dates . . . with the colored show girls . . . 
as extra attractions.”43

In the districts’ less prominent black and tans, the white male ex-
ploitation of black women often assumed even more shockingly public 
dimensions. At Harlem’s Sheep Club, a basement speakeasy frequented 
in 1928 by such prominent whites as “the warden of Welfare Island, the 
physician of [New York mayor] Jimmie Walker’s family, and a man who 
is the brother of the runner-up for the next mayor,” the Committee of 
Fourteen’s black investigator observed white male patrons “seiz[ing] a 
colored girl who was entertaining” in order to bite her on the “bare but-
tocks” and pat her “private parts”—all under the permitting gaze of the 
dive’s black manager.44 Financial incentives no doubt prompted the em-
ployees of such venues to tolerate slummers’ unruly behavior, but dis-
gust with such exploitation was clearly not limited to the black middle 
class. An African American prostitute at Chicago’s Schiller Cabaret drew 
a white undercover investigator’s attention to a “drunken white man” 
who seemed to be “amusing himself” by tickling a fourteen-year-old 
black girl until she grew “so uncomfortable” that she began struggling 
to escape him. “I am 18 and am old enough to know the difference be-
tween right and wrong,” the prostitute told the investigator, “but I want 
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to tell you its [sic] all wrong for a kid like that to be permitted in here. . . .  
These cabarets are the ruination of many a girl.”45

While local black critics attacked white male slummers’ exploitation of 
black women and spaces, they had few complaints about white women’s 
incursions into these same cabarets. Unlike the white male slummer, his 
female counterpart was not understood to be a carrier of sexual perversity 
poised to infect black society. As a result, only occasional protestations ap-
peared in the black press contesting her presence. In one such case, using 
a black slang word for “white,” a columnist for the New York Amsterdam 
News complained that “ofay women slowly but surely are moving in on 
our local femmes and are making efforts to displace them as social accou-
trements.” But ultimately, even this criticism referred more to black men’s 
disinterest in and disrespect for local women than to any perceived cor-
ruption of black men by white women. On occasion, the black press and 
other agents of social reform did rail against the presence of white pros-
titutes in black neighborhoods, but in a reversal of the concerns of most 
white reformers, these protests usually focused on the threat that white 
prostitutes and their customers posed to respectable black women and 
children, not on their enticement of black male patrons. A letter that one 
Harlem woman sent to the Committee of Fourteen further suggests both 
the willingness of the black middle class to overlook black men’s cross- 
racial shenanigans and their relative inability to stop them. Signing her-
self a “Broken Hearted Wife,” this mother of three small children turned 
to the powerful white anti-vice organization to close two Harlem dives 
where her husband “goes and . . . spends his money on white women,” 
apparently having resolved that the Committee of Fourteen could be 
more effective in this regard than local black newspapers and churches.46

For the most part, however, black social commentators—especially 
male journalists—simply overlooked the sexual and romantic relation-
ships that white women carried on with local black men. At times, they 
seemed even to promote such liaisons, believing that female slummers’ 
interactions with the men of Harlem and Bronzeville would ultimately 
undercut the persistent stereotype of black men as dangerous sexual 
predators. Writing in the Inter-State Tattler, Bennie Butler maintained 
that “the white woman [who] found Harlem a pleasant or ‘Happy Hunt-
ing Ground’” soon learned to disregard the “vicious creature pictured 
in the papers. . . . As a matter of fact, the stereotyped, offensive jour-
nalistic phrase ‘Black Brute’ was found to be a ‘Handsome Black Brute’ 
with engaging personality, a ready smile and an infectuous [sic], jovial 
disposition.” Charmed by these unexpected qualities, a number of fe-
male slummers set aside their initial prejudices to embrace the amorous 
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advances of the black men they met in Harlem and Bronzeville cabarets. 
But the willingness of these women to cross the color line for friend-
ship or romance was hardly sufficient to dispel popular prejudices. As 
more than a few black men could attest, the simplest interactions with 
white women remained dangerous propositions—when white men took 
it upon themselves to defend the women’s honor or to protect them 
physically from perceived sexual threats. Even at Harlem’s most racially 
integrated and popular black and tans, black men faced violence if their 
flirtations were deemed offensive. On one such occasion, the New York 
Amsterdam News reported, when two black men asked one of the women 
in a white party at Small’s Paradise to dance, her white male compan-
ion not only decked one of the potential suitors but also successfully 
demanded that the cabaret’s black management expel the “offending” 
men from the club’s premises.47

Jazz, Parties, and Cabaret Dancing: Popular Incursions across the 
Color Line

The white middle-class fascination with black-and-tan slumming un-
doubtedly led to increased levels of cross-racial social and sexual inter-
action, both on the dance floors and in the bedrooms and hallways of 
Harlem and Bronzeville. But it rarely secured the “wholesome democratic 
life” devoid of racial animosity and prejudice that African American jour-
nalist Floyd Snelson imagined when he “danced with a white girl in a 
Harlem cafe.” Among ordinary slummers, in fact, the Negro vogue de-
pended upon the maintenance of racial boundaries; the thrill was derived 
from their temporary relaxation. Middle-class whites crossed over to the 
“black side” for the night, but almost all of them returned to the safe 
confines of whiteness and secure, segregated urban and suburban neigh-
borhoods by morning. This said, however, at least some small portion of 
the white visitors to black-and-tan cabarets was committed to the ideal of 
racial equality. Traveling to Harlem and Bronzeville like other slummers 
to partake of jazz, liquor, and other forbidden pleasures, these musicians, 
literati, and socialites struck up significant cross-racial relationships with 
the black women and men they met on their visits. While such relation-
ships often remained fraught with racialist, and sometimes even racist, 
implications, they far exceeded the exoticism that motivated most whites 
to visit black neighborhoods. Moreover, they provided the hope that ra-
cial and urban boundaries could be not only temporarily transgressed but 
ultimately eradicated.48
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Numerous jazz historians have written about the friendships that 
developed between black and white musicians, especially the Chicago-
based players who rose to national prominence during the 1920s and 
1930s. Eddie Condon, Art Hodes, Benny Goodman, and many other 
young white musicians made repeated trips to Bronzeville to take in 
the jazz stylings of Earl Hines, Joe “King” Oliver, Bessie Smith, and oth-
ers, often striking up personal relationships and, on rare occasions, jam-
ming with them at some of Chicago’s more prominent black and tans. 
Noting the growing presence of these white musicians in Bronzeville 
during the mid-1920s, the Chicago Defender’s music critic Dave Peyton 
remarked that “Louis Armstrong . . . is drawing many Ofay musicians 
to Dreamland nightly to hear him blast out those weird jazzy figures.” 
Indeed, after learning about Bronzeville clubs from students at North-
western and the University of Chicago, Jimmy McPartland, Lawrence 
“Bud” Freeman, and the rest of the famed Austin High School Gang 
dropped by the black and tans almost every night to study the experts’ 
techniques.49

The white clarinetist Milton “Mezz” Mezzrow understood that he and 
his fellow musicians were joining a “revolution simmering in Chicago” 
in their quest, with other white slummers, to partake of black nightlife 
and music. But taking pride in the friendships he made with black musi-
cians, he suggested that white jazz performers had done slummers one 
better. In his best-selling 1946 autobiography Really the Blues, Mezzrow 
wrote:

Making friends with Jimmy [sic] Noone, and Sidney Bechet and Joe Oliver and Clar-

ence Williams, I began to feel like I owned the South Side. When I stood around out-

side the Pekin, beating up my chops with Big Buster, and he put his arm around my 

shoulder in a friendly way, I almost busted the buttons off my vest, my chest swole up 

so much. Any time I breezed down the street, cats would flash me friendly grins and 

hands would wave at me from all sides, and I felt like I was king of the tribe.50

In remarking that he felt like he “owned the South Side” and was “king 
of the tribe,” Mezzrow claimed black jazz culture as his own—an act that 
suggests some of the proprietary issues that complicated relationships 
between black and white musicians and simultaneously confirms the 
genuine sense of welcomeness that Mezzrow felt from black members 
of the Chicago jazz scene. For musicians like Mezzrow, race became un-
important. Adopting jazz as their profession, these young white Chica-
goans learned to value the musicianship of their colleagues irrespective 
of skin color. As jazz historian Burton W. Peretti argues, “No other iden-
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tifiable group of white Americans of this era approached black culture 
with such openness and repaid it with comparable gratitude, praise, and 
emulation” as these white jazz artists did.51

Many black musicians and entertainers apparently welcomed the 
friendship that their white counterparts extended to them, greeting 
them warmly when they visited Bronzeville. Russian immigrant pia-
nist Art Hodes recalled that whenever he and Joseph “Wingy” Manone 
dropped in to hear Louis Armstrong at Chicago’s Savoy Ballroom, “Louis 
would see us at once, and his face would light up—and we’d feel warm 
inside.” Mezz Mezzrow experienced a similar camaraderie with numer-
ous black jazz personalities in Bronzeville and, later, in Harlem where 
he supplied “tea” (marijuana) to Armstrong and many other performers 
throughout the 1930s. Such relationships existed not only in the minds 
of white musicians, but also in the hearts of numerous black perform-
ers. Speaking of a slightly older group of white jazz players, including 
Bix Beiderbecke, Pee Wee Russell, and Frank Trumbauer, African Ameri-
can bassist George “Pops” Foster remembered, “We just got together for 
kicks. The colored and white musicians were just one” in early 1920s 
Chicago. In fact, Foster remarked, the relationships were so close that 
black and white jazz musicians would even “go out with the same girls.” 
Louis Metcalf, a trumpeter with Duke Ellington’s band, confirmed that 
similar relationships existed between the black musicians who played in 
Harlem’s cabarets and the white musicians who came to listen. As in Chi-
cago, Beiderbecke was a particularly welcome figure. “Why, Bix would 
come uptown and blow with us, eat with us, sleep with us,” Metcalf  
later recalled. “He was one of us.”52

But not all black musicians recalled having such close relationships 
with whites, nor did they always speak fondly of their interactions in 
black and tans. They were well aware of their position in the social 
power structure and of how that position constrained their friendships 
with white musicians, despite everyone’s best intentions. Referring both 
to the faddishness of the Negro vogue and to the racially discriminatory 
policies that banned black patrons—and, often, musicians—from white 
cabarets and dance halls, Milt Hinton sarcastically recalled that Chica-
go’s black jazz artists “didn’t fraternize with white guys. . . . We didn’t 
go downtown to the College Inn to hear Ben Bernie, you see. It wasn’t 
chic.”53 Years after the fact, black jazz pianist Lil Hardin Armstrong told 
Bud Freeman that Bronzeville musicians had often felt uncomfortable 
under the gaze of white musicians. “We used to look out at you all and 
say, ‘What are they staring at? Why are they all here?’”—a remark that 
suggests that Chicago’s black musicians, at least in the early years, did 
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not always consider their white counterparts’ presence at Bronzeville 
cabarets to be particularly friendly.54

Black musicians had good reason to be skeptical of their white col-
leagues’ participation in the nightlife of Bronzeville and Harlem. Ac-
cording to one Bronzeville resident, when white musicians arrived at 
the Lincoln Gardens to hear Louis Armstrong and King Oliver play, they 
“literally muscled their way through the throngs of black dancers to get 
near the bandstands” and, once there, “hog[ged] that area until just be-
fore dawn.” Even more problematically, as jazz historians Berton Peretti 
and William Kenney have demonstrated, white musicians often viewed 
black jazz through the very same prism of primitivism that attracted 
other white slummers. Like Mezz Mezzrow, many of them praised the 
“simple and natural” bearing of black jazz musicians, believing that 
“everything the Negro did . . . had a swing to it,” and they expressed 
little or no misgivings about asking prominent black entertainers to 
set aside their studied performances of popular tunes, in favor of some 
“real lowdown New Orleans gutbucket” blues.55 When white musicians 
memorized and appropriated the improvisations they heard on such 
occasions, only to repeat them in the higher-paying, segregated white 
nightspots where black performers were banned, they gave their black 
colleagues still more reason to doubt their sincerity and friendship. Call-
ing attention to this complicated combination of “love and theft,” the 
black doorman at the Sunset Café reportedly welcomed white musicians 
to his club by noting that they had “c[o]me for another music lesson, 
didn’t you?” But Lil Hardin Armstrong was even more blunt in her as-
sessment of the white musicians’ actions: “Many famous white perform-
ers came out to seek inspiration at the Dreamland, or so they said,” she 
told one longtime Bronzeville resident. “Actually, they were stealing our 
material.”56

Jazz musicians were not the only ones who struck up congenial, if 
complicated, relationships with the black women and men they met in 
Bronzeville and Harlem. A substantial group of New York socialites and 
literary figures also used their slumming excursions to black and tans  
to expand their circle of friends and acquaintances. Writer and photog-
rapher Carl Van Vechten, his actress-wife Fania Marinoff, and many of 
their white friends and social acquaintances—among them, publishers 
Alfred and Blanche Knopf, socialites Rita Romilly and Muriel Draper, 
Wall Street banker Edward Wassermann, and Greenwich Village artist 
Robert Winthrop Chanler—developed significant cross-racial friend-
ships, regularly inviting their black friends to dinner and cocktail parties 
in their homes. “What was at first an innovation and a novelty soon 



THE NEGRO VOGUE

215

became commonplace, an institution,” African American journalist 
George Schuyler wrote of the Van Vechtens’ “revolutionary” parties and 
the challenge they posed to 1920s racial norms. Not only did these occa-
sions cement the hosts’ developing friendships with their black guests, 
but they also introduced black performers and intellectuals into the usu-
ally segregated social lives of numerous other white socialites and ce-
lebrities, ranging from the cosmetics mogul Helena Rubinstein, actress 
Tallulah Bankhead, and artist Salvador Dali to writers such as Theodore 
Dreiser, Somerset Maugham, Noël Coward, and Elinor Wylie. At a time 
when such cross-racial interactions were still quite rare, they provided 
hope for at least some black activists. “If those of the upper crust could 
be weaned over to such social acceptance,” George Schuyler argued, “it 
was likely that a trend would be started which would eventually em-
brace the majority of those whites who shaped public opinion and set 
the social pace.”57

Scores of prominent blacks contributed to this noble project simply 
by spending an evening amid the comfortable interracial atmosphere 
that the Van Vechtens labored to create in their lavish West 55th Street 
apartment. The guest list often included the writers Zora Neale Hurs-
ton, Eric Walrond, and Nella Larsen Imes, activist-actor Paul Robeson, 
NAACP officers and authors Walter White and James Weldon Johnson, 
and popular performers such as Nora Holt and Jules Bledsoe. The Van 
Vechtens’ parties “were so Negro,” according to Langston Hughes, “that 
they were reported as a matter of course in the colored society columns, 
just as though they occurred in Harlem.” Here, blacks and whites alike 
partook of scintillating conversation, premium bootlegged liquor, and 
live entertainment from some of the nation’s most prominent perform-
ers. Like their white counterparts, the Van Vechtens’ black friends were 
often asked to perform at these gatherings. As a result, their guests were 
as likely to be treated to the musical stylings of Ethel Waters and Bessie 
Smith or the Charleston dancing of poet Countée Cullen, as they were 
to be entertained by Marguerite d’Alvarez’s arias, George Gershwin’s lat-
est compositions, or Adele Astaire’s fancy footwork.58

Those Harlemites who were invited downtown returned the favor  
by hosting dinners and parties for their new white friends and acquain-
tances. Wallace Thurman’s parties drew bohemians from both the  
Village and Harlem, while Walter White and James Weldon Johnson 
welcomed such prominent downtown celebrities as Vanity Fair carica-
turist Miguel Covarrubias, attorney Clarence Darrow, and the Theatre 
Guild’s Lawrence Langner and Armina Marshall. “All classes and colors 
met face to face” at Taylor Gordon’s ritzy rent parties, according to 
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African American society columnist Geraldyn Dismond, “ultra aristo-
crats, bourgeoise [sic], communists, Park Avenuers galore, brokers, pub-
lishers, Broadway celebs, red comrades and Harlemites.” But Harlem’s 
most spectacular interracial parties were presented by A’Lelia Walker, 
the heiress to Madame C. J. Walker’s beauty products fortune. At both 
her Harlem apartment and her townhouse, the ground floor of which 
she opened for most of the late 1920s as an exclusive tearoom called the 
Dark Tower, Walker produced elaborate parties which were, in Langston 
Hughes’s estimation, “as crowded as the New York subway at the rush 
hour—entrance, lobby, steps, hallway, and apartment a milling crush 
of guests, with everybody seeming to enjoy the crowding.” Attended by 
visiting European dignitaries, numbers runners, and racketeers, as well 
as New York’s most fashionable black and white entertainers, literati, 
and socialites, Walker’s parties were the height of Harlem’s interracial 
mixing. “Wherever else one is invited or expected,” the young white 
novelist Max Ewing wrote his parents in Ohio, “one must cancel all 
other plans if invited to A’Lelia’s! She is the Great Black Empress, She 
Who Must Be Obeyed!”59

Although such parties provided much drunken entertainment for 
both whites and blacks, many of the cross-racial friendships that were 
established through these networks far exceeded the party circuit. Carl 
Van Vechten, for instance, provided literary advice to several writers, 
including Rudolph Fisher and Nella Larsen Imes, loaned money to Paul 
Robeson and Langston Hughes, funded European trips for Ethel Waters 
and others, and helped popularize the recordings of blues musicians, 
including Bessie Smith, with published reviews in Vanity Fair. As one 
of the so-called Negrotarians, a word that Zora Neale Hurston coined to 
refer to the white women and men who specialized in “Negro uplift,” he 
joined with Fania Marinoff, Muriel Draper, journalist Heywood Broun, 
and novelist Fannie Hurst, as well as a host of business liberals including 
Alfred A. Knopf, Albert Barnes, Otto Kahn, Julius Rosenwald, and Horace 
Liveright, to support the NAACP and the Urban League with generous 
contributions and rousing turnouts at the organizations’ annual dinners 
and balls. At other times, the cross-racial friendships of the Van Vechtens 
and others took on more radically political dimensions. When urged by 
Langston Hughes to become involved in the infamous Scottsboro case 
of 1931, in which nine itinerant black men were unjustly sentenced to 
death for the rape of two white women near Scottsboro, Alabama, Van 
Vechten, Draper, the artist Prentiss Taylor, and others helped publicize 
the racist inequities of the trial, donating time, creative work, and funds 
to the effort to overturn the men’s convictions.60
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These involvements confirmed Fania Marinoff’s claim, published in 
the London Sunday Herald in 1927, that she and her husband were “en-
gaged in a crusade to break down the colour bar,” but their crusade, of 
course, had its limitations. Like other white New Yorkers, Van Vechten 
and Marinoff sometimes found themselves constrained by social con-
vention. Holding their May 1929 bon voyage party at the Algonquin 
Hotel, for example, the couple acquiesced to the unspoken rule that 
blacks were not allowed in this all-white space by excluding the black 
friends who would ordinarily have attended such a function. On oc-
casion, even those who had become accustomed to hosting interracial 
gatherings in their private apartments resegregated their invitation lists, 
giving in to outside pressure from disapproving whites. Such was the 
case when the novelist Max Ewing hosted a soiree in his studio apart-
ment to which Emily Vanderbilt had been invited. “At the party we were 
all sorry not to have Taylor Gordon and the other Negro friends,” Ewing  
told his parents, “but their absence was due to Emily, who is in the 
throes of her divorce suit, and as Bill Vanderbilt is very conventional, he 
could never understand the toleration of Negroes as guests, and could 
only see some scandalous aspect of their being there, and Emily is afraid 
he would cut down her alimony on the grounds of her being too wild a 
woman, who entertains black men, and so forth.” Yet even when blacks 
were included in the guest list, such easy concessions to racist conven-
tion raise serious questions about both the level of and the desire for 
social equality between New York’s sophisticated whites and blacks. For 
although the cover of darkness promoted toleration, equality, and frat-
ernization, the harshness of day often revealed the stark inequalities 
and prejudices that continued to separate these two racialized groups in 
urban America.61

“Colored and white people mix together”: The Remarking of Race 
in the Negro Vogue

Whether participants used the Negro vogue to bridge some of the dif-
ferences that separated their urban communities and cultures or to re-
inforce those differences, its cultural legibility and popularity depended 
upon the existence of easily recognizable definitions of race. The lines 
between blackness and whiteness had to be clearly drawn—even in-
scribed—on the urban landscape, before they could be traversed. Slum-
ming expeditions to Harlem and Bronzeville accomplished this task by 
reifying the geographic boundaries that segregated blacks from other 
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groups in the city. And in doing so, these seemingly innocuous night-
time excursions helped to reshape the popular conceptualization of ra-
cial difference, shoring up a new hegemonic social order that insisted 
upon a polarized racial distinction between black and white.

In early-twentieth-century New York and Chicago, the boundaries 
between blackness and whiteness were anything but clear. Not only had 
the migration of tens of thousands of blacks, the vast majority from the 
U.S. South but some from the West Indies, produced a black urban popu-
lation scored by significant class and color distinctions, but the arrival of  
huge waves of darker-skinned, “in-between” southern and eastern Eu-
ropean immigrants had further complicated the urban racial schema. 
Indeed, the investigative reports of the major anti-vice organizations of 
both Chicago and New York are replete with instances in which white in-
vestigators professed confusion about the racial identities of the individ-
uals they encountered in black-and-tan spaces. Not even blackness could 
be determined with any particular degree of certainty. In the winter of 
1921, for instance, when white investigators from Chicago’s Committee 
of Fifteen visited a buffet flat in Bronzeville, they reported their confu-
sion about the racial identity of one of the women they encountered. “In  
all appearance,” they noted, she “appears to be a white girl, inasmuch 
she told us that she was of negro descent.” The white staff of New York’s 
Committee of Fourteen expressed similar difficulties in discerning race 
during their investigations of Harlem, admitting at one point that the 
chorus girls at Connie’s Inn, “while colored, are so white that the true 
facts of their color can be known only to colored people.” Yet even the 
black proprietors and employees of Harlem and Bronzeville establish-
ments sometimes had trouble determining the racial identities of their 
paler patrons. When a light-skinned African American Philadelphian, 
whom New York’s Committee of Fourteen had hired as a temporary 
investigator, visited a black-run Harlem cabaret with members of his 
family, he recalled that the staff “started at first not to serve us thinking 
we were white,” until “some one in the place recognized me [and] came 
to my table and spoke so every thing passed off O.K.”62

Amid such confusion over the color of blackness, however, municipal 
authorities in both Chicago and New York frequently acted as if they 
had the ability to accurately determine race on sight. This was especially 
true when they encountered light-skinned black women in the com-
pany of darker men. In such cases, even when the individuals involved 
protested to the contrary, local police and anti-vice investigators almost 
always assumed that such women were merely pretending to be African 
American in order to camouflage their relationships with black pimps 
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or to profit in some other way. Doubtless this was sometimes the case. 
When jobs were scarce during the early years of the Depression, for ex-
ample, a black Chicago newspaper reported that at least “two beautiful 
[white] Broadway chorines . . . executed affidavits to the effect that the 
tinge of Sepian blood runs through their veins” in order to obtain em-
ployment as dancers in a Harlem cabaret. But the certainty with which 
local white officials approached such situations was as likely as not to 
miss the mark.63

The fact that some whites did successfully exploit the troublesome 
connection between racial identity and skin color should have alerted 
white authorities to their flawed thinking in this matter. After all, even 
an occasional white undercover anti-vice investigator sometimes utilized 
the disjunction between racial identity and skin color in an attempt to 
gain entry to black nightspots. Told by the management of Harlem’s 
Snug Café that, on orders of local police, they no longer admitted whites 
to their establishment, the Committee of Fourteen’s David Oppenheim 
cunningly suggested that if they were willing to admit him, he would 
promise to “pass” as Cuban should the police question his presence in 
the cabaret.64 As useful as such tactics often proved when white reform-
ers investigated otherwise inaccessible black and tans, the possibility of 
their flip side deeply disturbed white municipal authorities. They shud-
dered to contemplate the fact that numerous light-skinned blacks, often 
passing as Spanish, Jewish, or Italian, were also able to manipulate the 
disjunction between color and race, not only gaining access to white 
restaurants and public amusements, but also sometimes disappearing 
permanently into the white world.65

In most situations, however, rather than confusing the definition of 
race, the Negro vogue contributed to the solidification of the social and 
physical boundaries that separated urban blacks from whites. Because 
their attraction revolved around reified notions of racial difference, the 
success of black-and-tan cabarets required the drawing of a sharp di-
chotomy between black and white—a contrast that provided little room 
for recognizing ethnic or class differences. As a result, when first- and 
second-generation Italian and Jewish immigrants visited the cabarets of 
Harlem and Bronzeville, they were able to stake out a claim to whiteness 
simply by contrasting themselves with the black objects of their slum-
ming expeditions. “Stepp[ing] outside many of their cultural definitions 
of the past, but . . . refus[ing] to step across the barrier of race,” historian  
Lewis A. Erenberg has noted, “whites of all ethnic backgrounds [ became] 
white and hence American” when they ventured into black and tans. 
The participation of Jewish and Italian Americans in the Negro vogue, 
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then, facilitated their absorption into a broader conception of American 
whiteness that was secured only through the continued subjugation of 
blacks.66

Perhaps because of this newfound ability to “whiten” themselves 
in the cabarets of Harlem and Bronzeville, the craze for black-and-tan 
slumming proved extraordinarily popular with Jewish and Italian immi-
grants and their descendants. As early as 1914, investigators from New 
York’s Committee of Fourteen began to note their growing presence 
at many of the highest-caliber slumming venues in Harlem, including  
Barron Wilkins’s Astoria Café. In Bronzeville, Jews and Italians were like-
wise discerned among the thousands of patrons in the district’s most 
popular nightspots, where they comported themselves much like any 
other slummer. Indeed, when visiting local black and tans, many Jewish 
and Italian couples exploited the primitivism associated with the Negro 
vogue to indulge their most primal desires, copying the carefree behav-
ior that had come to signify whites’ racial privilege in such spaces. At 
Bronzeville’s renowned Entertainers’ Café, the antics of one particular 
set of Jewish slummers grew so extreme that a columnist for the Chicago 
Whip remarked that it constituted the “best free side-show [he] had ever 
witnessed.” Recounting the incident for the newspaper’s black reader-
ship, “Nosey” reported that “Two friends from the Jewish colony had 
interlocked and entwined their bodies so successfully that it was dif-
ficult to tell one from the other. According to a speedometer held in the 
hands of the floor-walker, they were shaking the shimmy at the terrific 
rate of 70 miles per hour.” But just as they reached the climax of their 
dance, “Nosey” recalled, “two policewomen intervened,” arresting them 
for disorderly conduct.67

 Accused of engaging in the sensual, “primitive” behavior popularly 
associated with blacks, this young Jewish couple joined scores of simi-
larly apprehended affluent white slummers who were hauled before city 
magistrates during the early 1920s. Yet no matter how embarrassing the 
circumstances of their arrest, the very fact that this couple found them-
selves subjected to such moral policing suggested that they had moved 
one step closer to the solidification of otherwise tentative white identi-
ties. For the arrest, like those of other white slummers, was intended to 
penalize them for making a conscious decision to engage in conduct 
that supposedly came naturally to black women and men.

Still, the very fact that Italians and Jews were identified as such in 
contemporaneous accounts of the Negro vogue confirms that the assim-
ilation of these recent immigrant groups into the ranks of whiteness was 
far from complete. In fact, anti-vice investigators carefully distinguished 
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between Jews and whites. When an agent from the U.S. Interdepartmen-
tal Social Hygiene Board investigated a Bronzeville cabaret where “col-
ored and white people mix together,” he described the cabaret’s owners 
not as “white” and “colored” but as “a Jew and Negro,” as if to suggest 
that a Jewish man could not be included in the category of “white.” 
At times, the investigators seemed even to believe that Jews were more 
closely associated with blacks than with whites, especially when they 
were in business in the cities’ black neighborhoods. An investigator 
from Chicago’s JPA described the appearance of Joe Gorman, the Jewish 
proprietor of the Paradise Gardens, as having a “rather wide face, wide 
nose, typical negro in appearance,” before crossing out the word “negro” 
and replacing it with “Hebrew.”68 Indeed, several Jewish and Italian men 
found themselves positioned, both literally and figuratively, in between 
blackness and whiteness. As proprietors of the majority of Bronzeville 
and Harlem black and tans, they actually mediated much of the racial 
interplay that characterized the Negro vogue. By 1926, Baltimore’s Afro-
American noted that of fifty-six Harlem cabarets registered with the bar-
tenders’ union, forty-two were owned by Italians, ten by Jews, and only 
four by local blacks. In Chicago, the bulk of Bronzeville’s cabarets were 
controlled by Al Capone’s Italian syndicate, although most of them, in-
cluding the Entertainers’, the Plantation (figure 22), and the Sunset ca-
fés, had Jewish front men or, like the Paradise Gardens and Dreamland 
Café, had both black and Jewish managers.69

While their skin color and recent immigrant status continued to 
render Italians and Jews “in-between” peoples in the eyes of many  
native-born whites, their simultaneous positioning as both slummers 
and neighborhood business owners complicated their relationships with 
urban blacks. In a reference to Carl Van Vechten’s novel, Nigger Heaven 
(1926), a columnist for Harlem’s Inter-State Tattler called attention to  
local Italian and Jewish entrepreneurs’ alleged economic exploitation of 
their black customers and employees by asserting that “Harlem might 
have had the better suited pseudonyms of ‘Wop or Kike Heaven.’” In 
Bronzeville, a group of African American cabaret performers gave vent 
to equally racist suspicions, “convinced . . . that they [we]re the victims 
of a wilful [sic] Jew” when their wages were unexpectedly reduced. But, 
even as such characterizations of Jewish and Italian business practices 
resonated with many urban blacks, they were at least partially offset 
by the praise that others lavished on many of these same proprietors 
for their equitable treatment of local residents. In Bronzeville, when 
Jewish cabaret owner Joe Gorman died shortly after serving prison 
time for liquor violations in 1924, the Chicago Defender sought to  
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repair his reputation by heralding his “popular[ity] among our people” 
and insisting that he was “absolutely unprejudiced.” Harlem Renais-
sance author Claude McKay expressed similar sentiments about local 
Italian impresarios, noting that they “were more engaging, freer and 
more intimate in their relationship with the Negroes than were the 
Irish” saloon owners who preceded them in the district. Even George  
Immerman, one of two Jewish brothers who ran Harlem’s relatively 

22  The Plantation Café, located at 338 East 35th Street near Calumet Avenue, was one of 
Bronzeville’s most renowned black-and-tan cabarets. It operated from 1924 until early 
1928, when federal officials shut it down permanently for Volstead Act violations.  
(Reprinted with permission from the Chicago History Museum Archives, ICHi-14428.)
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segregated Connie’s Inn, was proclaimed “one of New York’s good fel-
lows without a peer” by the Inter-State Tattler for providing financial 
assistance to a number of local black families, “paying their rents with-
out any thought of returns.”70

Despite such complicated relationships with the residents of Harlem 
and Bronzeville, Italians and Jews who visited these districts increas-
ingly positioned themselves as white consumers of a black spectacle. 
By the late 1920s, they comprised a substantial and visible segment of 
the white slumming trade that patronized local black and tans. When 
the attendance of “villagers and the midtown dilettantes” began to fall 
off at Harlem cabarets in late 1927, local columnist Geraldyn Dismond 
remarked that their absence was more than compensated by an influx 
of “tourists and non-gent[il]es from the wilds of the Bronx.” In fact, 
Harlem’s nightspots became so popular with recent immigrant groups 
that the New York Amsterdam News reported a noticeable drop in “busi-
ness at the Savoy . . . during the Jewish holidays.”71

This extraordinary rate of participation in slumming signaled the up-
ward economic mobility of local Jews and Italians, but it also generated 
significant concern among the more traditional members of these com-
munities. According to historian Hasia R. Diner, during the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, the editors of the Jewish Daily Forward regularly warned 
their readers about the alleged dangers of Harlem nightspots and dis-
couraged them from participating in a practice that might implicate 
them in “a larger pattern of white economic exploitation of blacks.” Yet 
the fact that these warnings appeared under headlines announcing that 
“the gay night places in Harlem are for whites, not for blacks,” subtly 
undermined the Forward’s admonition to avoid such cabarets by casting 
the racial landscape of the city along a distinct white/black axis and sug-
gesting that the nightspots’ Jewish patrons necessarily fell on the white 
side of this line. At a time when nativist sentiments had prompted the 
recent imposition of strict quotas on southern and eastern European im-
migration, slumming provided Jewish and Italian New Yorkers and Chi-
cagoans with an opportunity not only to differentiate themselves from 
local blacks but also to contribute to the production of a new defini-
tion of whiteness that encompassed, rather than excluded, their ethnic  
particularities.72

The power of slumming to redefine the boundaries of whiteness was 
not, however, without its limitations. Failing to fit neatly on either side 
of the prevailing white/black divide, men and women of Asian descent 
generally remained situated somewhere in between. For men of Filipino, 
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Chinese, and Japanese ancestry, who greatly outnumbered female immi-
grants from their home countries in the United States, this in-between 
status made life in Chicago and New York particularly perplexing. Al-
though Asian men generally experienced more freedom than blacks to 
traverse the cities’ streets and to frequent public amusements, they were 
still marked as nonwhite outsiders in mainstream popular culture. In 
midtown Manhattan and on Chicago’s Near North Side, where a num-
ber of so-called Oriental dancehalls specialized in providing white fe-
male partners at a dime a dance, Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino men 
even found themselves equated with blacks. White taxi-dancers rou-
tinely referred to their Asian clientele as “monkeys” and “niggers,” even 
though the men’s willingness to purchase multiple dances in order to 
gain access to female companionship usually made them more lucra-
tive customers than working-class whites. The racial divide between 
these women and their Asian customers was further reinforced when 
the former rejected the romantic advances of the latter, insisting that 
they were “staying white”—that is, that they were “accepting dates from 
only white men.”73

Despite the risk of being branded “nigger lovers,” however, not all 
white women ignored the amorous entreaties of Asian men, and those 
who accepted found the cabarets of Harlem and Bronzeville to be a 
welcome retreat from the racial prejudices and public scrutiny of fel-
low whites. The restaurants of Chinatown provided a similar haven 
for white/Asian couples, but the cities’ popular black and tans were 
uniquely positioned both to promote cross-racial encounters and to  
allow Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino men to avoid community super-
vision of their social and sexual lives. Capitalizing on the nightspots’ 
well-established reputations for race mixing, Asian men frequently in-
vited white dates to accompany them on late-night excursions through 
the black entertainment districts of Chicago and New York—hoping 
above all else to escape the name-calling and occasional violence that at-
tended their recurrent patronage at the cities’ Asian-oriented taxi-dance 
halls. More often than not, they achieved their goal: The management 
and patrons of local black and tans welcomed these white/Asian couples  
in the very same way that they greeted every other slumming party.74

Yet just as the presence of white women in the company of black 
men sometimes stirred animosities among white pleasure seekers, Asian 
men who escorted white women to Harlem and Bronzeville occasion-
ally encountered resistance from fellow slummers. In one particularly 
violent incident at Chicago’s Sunset Café, when a young Filipino man 
named John Suarrez confronted two separate slumming parties who in-
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sulted his white wife, he was challenged to “come on outside” if he 
wanted to defend her honor. Accepting the men’s invitation, he accom-
panied them to an alleyway behind the cabaret and, while doffing his 
coat to prepare for the fight, was gunned down by one of his white heck-
lers. Most Asian men eluded such brutal responses to their cross-racial 
liaisons with white women, but the publicity generated by the Suarrez 
incident and others like it served as a not-so-subtle reminder of Asian 
immigrants’ continued nonwhite status in the urban racial hierarchy. 
Black-and-tan slumming might have been able to extend the boundaries 
of whiteness to incorporate Jews and Italians, but its power to “whiten” 
never extended to immigrant groups originating outside Europe.75

Accounting for these limitations on slumming’s ability to reformu-
late whiteness, however, fails to capture the full effects of this popular 
pastime on the reconfiguration of popular conceptualizations of race 
at the height of the Negro vogue. Because the mechanics of slumming 
contributed to the re-marking of the boundaries of whiteness, they nec-
essarily redefined the contours of American blackness. Although urban 
blacks recognized significant differences among themselves, the droves 
of white pleasure seekers who flocked to local black and tans saw them 
all as equal components in the spectacles that comprised the Negro 
vogue. Flattening out distinctions of class and national and regional ori-
gin, slumming marked all dark-skinned people as racial others, whether 
they were longtime urban residents or more recent arrivals from the 
Caribbean or the rural South. In fact, the white perception of blackness 
became so homogeneous that private detectives hired by New York’s 
Committee of Fourteen actually seemed befuddled when an African 
American entertainer at Harlem’s Shuffle Inn referred to some of her 
fellow performers as foreigners. “She said that the band that was there 
that night she did not like as they were foreigners,” the detectives re-
ported with apparent surprise, since the performers clearly appeared to 
be black. Only later did the investigators realize that the entertainer had 
“mean[t] they were West Indians.”76

Among the black residents of Harlem and Bronzeville, however, dif-
ferences of class, color, and national and regional origin retained their 
currency well into the 1920s. Primary among these were the class and 
regional distinctions that separated the cities’ “Old Settlers” from the 
recent arrivals. Historians James R. Grossman, Gilbert Osofsky, and oth-
ers have shown that the Old Settlers of Chicago and New York adopted 
rather paternalistic attitudes toward Southern migrants who partici-
pated in the Great Migration. Having experienced a relatively conge-
nial relationship with urban whites during the late nineteenth and early 
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twentieth centuries, they blamed the “backward,” rural ways of these 
newcomers for the rising level of racial animosity in both cities. Through 
community newspapers, churches, and social reform organizations, the 
Old Settlers undertook extended campaigns to educate the new arrivals 
on the proper behavior expected of blacks in northern urban centers. 
They discouraged migrants from wearing work clothes in public, gather-
ing on street corners, talking loudly and in “vile language,” and living 
in “unsanitary houses.”77

For the most part, the behaviors that rankled middle-class urban 
blacks were attributed to two cultural factors: the migrants’ Southern 
identity, including rural customs and mores, and their overwhelming 
youth. Just as the Old Settlers urged newcomers to reject such Southern 
traditions as eating pigs’ feet and watermelon and wearing head rags and 
overalls in public, they protested against the singing of “plantation mel-
odies” and the proliferation of jazz and blues which arrived in Chicago 
and New York via New Orleans and rural Southern honky-tonks. Quot-
ing stride pianist Willie “the Lion” Smith, jazz historian Kathy J. Ogren 
has argued, that “the ‘average [northern] Negro family did not allow the 
blues’ precisely because they wanted to distance themselves from the 
South.” Yet the blues and jazz were so popular with the young women 
and men who made up the bulk of the migrants that some longtime 
urban residents began to blame them for creating the very spectacle that 
white slummers came to see. In the Chicago Defender, for instance, YWCA 
member Mrs. B. S. Gaten railed against young black women “dancing in 
a rareback fashion entirely too close to her partner to be anything other 
than VULGAR,” while reporters at the Whip rebuked “people who have 
recently arrived from the South, and who have not learned that better 
accommodations and shows can be found elsewhere,” for encouraging 
the perpetuation of “lewd” performances at several white-owned night-
spots. As literary historian Hazel Carby has noted, urban middle-class 
blacks were particularly vigilant in their efforts to police the social and 
sexual behavior of migrant women—both because they believed women 
could temper the sexual desires of men, and because the figure of the 
sensuous black seductress was frequently mobilized by racist ideology to 
portray black neighborhoods as spaces of social disintegration and their 
inhabitants as morally inferior, uncivilized subhumans.78

West Indian immigrants were also subject to intraracial scorn, espe-
cially in Harlem, where they numbered, according to historian Jervis 
Anderson, more than twenty percent of the black population by the 
early 1930s. Unlike Southern migrants, West Indians were not censured 
for lewd and immoral behavior; on the contrary, native-born blacks of-
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ten thought them particularly moral, straitlaced, and religiously strict. 
Instead, because of their tendency to open small businesses like those 
run by Jews in Harlem and Bronzeville, Caribbean immigrants became 
targets of a black nativist rhetoric that cast them as foreign, frugal “black 
Jews.” This distinction, however, did not protect them from being ac-
cused of contributing to the primitive, jungle-like atmosphere that at-
tracted white slummers to Harlem. In the eyes of longtime residents, 
wearing “tropical clothing” and speaking in unfamiliar accents made 
West Indians especially vulnerable to such accusations. Ironically, how-
ever, when Harlem’s native-born residents expressed their disdain for 
such practices, they often invoked the very rhetoric of primitivism that 
white slummers used to refer to blacks more generally. Calling the West 
Indians “monkey-chasers,” “monks,” “ringtails,” and “monkey-hip eat-
ers” (the last derived from the legend that Barbadians’s favorite meal 
was monkey hips and dumplings), they copied the worst practices of 
white slummers, suggesting that their own humanity could be assured 
only by rendering others inferior African animals.79

On occasion, affluent blacks also employed the rhetoric of white 
slummers to shore up their class position within the black community. 
As the rising popularity of jazz drew more and more of them to the 
cabarets of Harlem and Bronzeville, many of these women and men 
claimed that, like white slummers, they were visiting local black and 
tans simply to observe the behavior of the resorts’ black working-class 
patrons. “Many more of the ‘elite society’ folks,” a gossip columnist for 
the Chicago Whip noted in 1921, “ha[ve] taken to ‘slumming’ as they call 
it when they want to go to a cabaret and have some excuse afterwards  
to tell their friends.”80 Black jazz singer Alberta Hunter recalled that at 
Chicago’s Panama Club, the proprietors actually split the cabaret into 
two separate, morally differentiated, class-marked sections to protect 
their patrons’ social position. “Bricktop, Cora Green . . . and Florence 
Mills were downstairs,” Hunter recounted. “Now, they were like the nice,  
quiet girls, you know, that sang the nice, sophisticated stuff and like 
that. But upstairs, they called us barrel-housers. . . . That means you were 
kind of rough and ready.” Along with the other upstairs entertainers, 
Hunter’s job was to belt out the ribald blues that were popular with the 
club’s working-class patrons.81

Yet as middle-class blacks flocked to cabarets in expanding numbers, 
their mimicking of white slummers and their attempts to distance them-
selves from the black working class often gave way to a greater sense of 
black community. In part, this was a byproduct of the fact that whites 
usually failed to recognize any class distinctions among urban blacks, 
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objectifying them all, as dictated by the Negro vogue. But middle-class 
blacks’ increasingly sexual comportment in local nightspots also con-
tributed to the blurring of any remaining social or moral distinctions 
between the Old Settlers and newcomers. In 1920, the editors of the 
Chicago Whip still recognized a class distinction among black cabaret pa-
trons, chastising members of “one of the leading social clubs in Chicago, 
morally, socially and economically,” for allowing “lewd women of the 
street” to mix “freely on the same social plane with the best girls of the 
race” at their New Year’s Eve cabaret festivities.82 But during succeeding 
years, reporters at this same newspaper became increasingly skeptical 
that such a difference actually existed. Noting the presence of “three of 
Chicago’s nicest and most refined young ladies” in a crowd waiting to 
enter a popular Bronzeville cabaret in late 1922, the paper’s gossip col-
umnist remarked that “They were laughing in their modest way, talking 
about the fun there was in ‘slumming,’ as they called it.” Once inside, 
however, the young women’s claims to the supposedly superior status of 
the slummer quickly gave way to a more complicated reality. The Whip’s 
professional magpie reported that they “danc[ed] with some of the 
sleek-haired ‘sheiks’ who make their living off women” and engaged in a 
range of other behaviors that middle-class blacks ordinarily condemned 
among their working-class counterparts. “Funny how some people like 
to make things seem better than what they really are,” the columnist  
chided. “They were not slumming. They were ‘doing their stuff.’”83

Not only did black middle-class women and men redefine their sexual 
mores and public behavior in the cabarets of Harlem and Bronzeville, but 
they also increasingly embraced jazz as a valuable black art form—a de-
velopment which, as jazz historian Burton W. Peretti has argued, played 
an important role in “forging . . . [more unified] North black commu-
nities.”84 While many black intellectuals advocated the production of 
a black “high culture,” a number of middle-class Harlem Renaissance  
writers, artists, and scholars, including Langston Hughes, Aaron Douglas, 
Zora Neale Hurston, and Richard Bruce Nugent, insisted upon the power 
of jazz to bridge class differences by incorporating its rhythms and tech-
niques into their fiction, poetry, drawings, and criticism. By 1927, even  
W. E. B. Du Bois began to appreciate the role of jazz and black-and-tan 
cabarets as cornerstones of a unifying African American culture. Putting 
aside his skepticism about the primitivism of the performances staged 
in local nightspots, he joined a host of black and white luminaries to 
attend the opening of Harlem’s black-owned Club Ebony. Surrounded 
by “the startling blues, reds, yellows and blacks” of the “jungle and jazz-
boes” that Aaron Douglas had painted on the nightclub’s walls, Du Bois 
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resolved to participate, for this particular evening at least, in a jazz com-
munion that, one local reporter suggested, was capable of “lead[ing] the 
imagination from Africa to Van Vechten’s Heaven and into the wide 
open spaces.”85

Even as middle-class blacks stepped up their participation in the 
black-and-tan nightlife of New York and Chicago, the lights were start-
ing to dim on the Negro vogue. Among fickle white thrill seekers always 
on the lookout for exciting new urban adventures, the novelty of head-
ing up to Harlem or down to Bronzeville had already begun to wear thin 
before the stock market crashed in October 1929. But the worsening 
economy and consequent belt-tightening among middle- and upper-
class whites contributed to a further curtailment of the black-and-tan 
slumming trade. So, too, did the growing competition for slummers’ 
limited entertainment budgets.

When the lingering economic crisis forced white cabaret proprietors 
in New York’s Times Square and Chicago’s Loop to look for new ways to 
attract customers, it did not take them long to arrive at the idea of em-
ploying considerable numbers of black jazz performers in their otherwise 
all-white nightspots. In fact, at least two entrepreneurs were so taken by 
this concept that they meticulously recreated and repackaged the racy 
atmosphere of the black and tan within the safer confines of the cities’ 
mainstream entertainment districts. In late 1929, Variety reported that 
Harold Mayberry took over a cellar on West 40th Street, near Seventh 
Avenue, with the express intention of staging an all-black floorshow that 
would transport the “lowdown black and tan joint within Times Square 
precincts.” In Chicago, a former manager of the padlocked Plantation 
Café did much the same in 1932, opening a new Plantation in the Loop 
at Clark and Lake streets, featuring “a colored show, colored band, and 
colored waiters together” for the first time in Chicago’s principal white 
entertainment district. A handful of Greenwich Village nightspots even 
made short-lived attempts at converting themselves into black and tans 
during the early 1930s. Although these amusements failed to take root 
among the vestiges of New York’s bohemia, they still served to under-
score the reorganization of the urban landscape along an increasingly 
white/black racial axis. This development became even more apparent 
as the decade progressed and two of Harlem’s premier cabarets relocated 
along Broadway in midtown Manhattan—first, Connie’s Inn (in 1933) 
and later the famed Cotton Club (in 1936). Their move allowed affluent 
whites to sample the choicest of jazz stylings and black entertainment 
without ever having to set foot in the segregated black neighborhoods 
of New York and Chicago.86
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The decline of the Negro vogue was also fueled by the rising popular-
ity of a new slumming craze focused on the increasingly visible presence 
of lesbians and homosexual men in Depression-era U.S. cities. Known as 
the pansy and lesbian craze, this latest in nightlife trends highlighted the 
entertainment of female impersonators and mannish women, reinforc-
ing the ongoing shift in white urban thrill seeking from the black and 
tans of Harlem and Bronzeville to the cabarets of Times Square, Green-
wich Village, and Towertown. Yet this new vogue not only transformed 
the terrain of urban exploration in New York and Chicago temporarily 
but also redirected slummers’ attentions away from the racial reorgani-
zation of American culture and urban space toward the emergence and 
codification of a new hetero/homo sexual order. The cities’ black-and-
tan cabarets quickly capitalized on this development, presenting home-
grown lesbian and drag entertainers in elaborate floorshows reminiscent 
of the Cotton Club’s tall, tan, and terrific chorus lines. But by the early 
1930s, the mere promise of race mixing was no longer enough to attract 
the high-dollar crowd; slummers had come to expect their entertain-
ment to be more queer than that.
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The Pansy and Lesbian 
Craze in White and Black

With the waning of the Negro vogue in the late 1920s, af-
fluent white pleasure seekers increasingly turned their at-
tention to the spectacle of homosexuality emerging in 
the mainstream amusement districts of New York’s Times 
Square and Chicago’s Near North Side. Like earlier genera-
tions of slummers, who had ventured into racialized and 
sexualized neighborhoods inhabited by immigrants, prosti-
tutes, blacks, and bohemian free-lovers, participants in this 
new slumming craze sought out urban districts where they 
could indulge a similar fascination with sexual and racial dif-
ference. Since the late nineteenth century, three successive 
slumming vogues had created spaces where the interactions 
of middle- and upper-class whites with a variety of racial 
and sexual others had subtly but surely reconfigured the 
contours of whiteness and sexual normality. This final slum-
ming craze was no exception, spurring a process through 
which modern notions of heterosexuality and homosexual-
ity became clearly established within the highly racialized 
contexts of urban commercial leisure. In addition to visit-
ing the white mainstream cabarets at the center of this new  
nightlife fad, slummers also returned to the nightspots of 
Greenwich Village and Towertown where white lesbians 
and pansies replaced the bohemian artists, writers, and po-
litical radicals who had previously dominated the districts’ 
tearooms and cabarets. During the late 1920s and early 1930s, 
New York tabloids reported a “tremendous nocturnal influx 
of innocent slummers from Brooklyn, The Bronx, Staten  
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Island and the Jersey cities” attempting to partake of this new source of 
urban entertainment—efforts that were mirrored in Towertown by frolic-
some adventurers from suburban Chicago and other outlying areas.1

By 1930, this growing fascination had become a definitive “pansy 
and lesbian craze,” signaled in part by the sudden appearance of the 
term pansy in the headlines of New York tabloids and trade publications 
such as Variety and Zit’s Theatrical Newspaper. Although akin to the term  
fairy and likewise associated with male femininity, pansy hinted at the 
development of a new urban type—one that implied something closer to 
our present-day understanding of homosexuality as defined by same-sex 
sexual desire rather than by the adoption of a particular gendered role 
in male-male sexual activity. The representation of pansies as closely 
linked to lesbians underscored their shared state of queerness. Writing 
of a public that was becoming increasingly “pansy conscious,” Variety 
and other publications described entertainments that incorporated male 
and female impersonators, lesbians, and “nances”—all part of a related 
phenomenon that was captivating audiences in the racially homoge-
nous cabarets of New York’s Times Square and Chicago’s Near North 
Side during the first half of the 1930s. Male entertainers and patrons 
predominated in these nightspots, but lesbians formed a significant part 
of the entertainment and patronage as well, so much so that individuals 
critical of this development attacked both the “male [and] female im-
personators—tribadists and homosexuals—[who] were paid unheard-of 
salaries in night clubs and cabarets, to pander to the sex-drunk senses of 
susceptible patrons of these palaces of gin.”2

Against this emerging understanding of urban homosexuality, white 
middle- and upper-class slummers began to think of themselves as het-
erosexuals—that is, as women and men who publicly pursued sexual  
relations exclusively with members of the opposite sex for reasons 
other than reproduction or marital obligation. Describing this shift 
in the popular conceptualization of male-female relations, the once-
notorious “girl in the red velvet swing,” Evelyn Nesbit, remarked that 
“love has changed so much,” since she rose to fame in the early 1900s, 
“that nowadays it’s usually referred to as ‘sex’ . . . [and] if you lack 
sex-appeal—male or female—you are out of the running.” Nesbit spe-
cifically linked the development of society’s new non-reproductive 
and increasingly public heterosexual norms with the popularization 
of homosexual entertainments in urban America: “Twenty years ago 
‘queers’ were a rarity,” she insisted, “[but] today they are quite the 
fashion. They are undoubtedly the heaviest drawing cards in the night 
clubs of today. As for the Lesbian—a decade ago one had to dash for 
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the nearest book of reference to learn the term’s meaning. Today they 
are accepted with a cynical shoulder-shrug and the casual remark that 
many of them are to be found in the best social circles and that many 
stars of the theatre and screen are ‘that way.’ In fact, all the unusual 
sex sins of this period have now become exceedingly ‘common or 
garden.’”3

Just as entering racialized immigrant and black neighborhoods had 
previously reified the racial singularity of native-born whites, exploring 
the queer spaces of New York and Chicago allowed slummers to de-
lineate their own sexual identification within the emerging category of 
the heterosexual. But the reciprocal relationship through which hetero-
sexuality and homosexuality were defined also created opportunities for 
white lesbians and pansies to establish a more public sense of commu-
nity—one that could be located with relative ease by those women and 
men who came to identify as homosexual. With “homosexual ‘joints,’ 
‘queer’ clubs, pervert ‘drags,’ or homosexual plays in practically every 
considerable American city,” according to one critic, this temporarily 
vibrant urban community—and the growing dichotomization of Ameri-
can society along a hetero/homo sexual axis—was almost impossible to 
miss.4

Race complicated the process of sexual identification and categoriza-
tion in this period, with black nightspots providing even more room for 
experimentation than white venues did. Even as the distinctive iden-
tities of modern heterosexuality and homosexuality were emerging in 
Times Square and on the Near North Side, black leisure spaces remained 
arenas in which sexual identities were less fixed and sexual encounters, 
less regulated. When post-Prohibition crackdowns restricted slummers’ 
access to the spaces initially associated with the pansy and lesbian craze, 
white curiosity seekers returned once again to Harlem and Bronzeville. In 
a black-and-tan adaptation of the latest slumming vogue, they ventured 
out to the districts’ dance halls, attending interracial masquerades that 
put fashionable, cross-dressing lesbians and drag queens on prominent 
display. Well-to-do white slummers also frequented floorshows in out-
of-the-way cabarets where entertainers such as Gladys Bentley and the 
Sepia Gloria Swanson made careers out of their same-sex desires. While 
some of the queer performances in Harlem and Bronzeville were similar 
to the white lesbian and pansy entertainments that slummers had earlier 
encountered, the contrast between heterosexuality and homosexuality 
so newly constructed in all-white contexts remained less distinct—and 
often actually grew more complicated—in the performances and daily 
practices that flourished in black neighborhoods.
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White Mainstream Venues: The Spectacle of Homosexuality  
and the Making of Heterosexuals

From their earliest pleasure trips to the immigrant and working-class 
resorts of the Levee and the Bowery, affluent whites sought out sexual 
spectacles in which male performers embraced female roles by wearing 
makeup and women’s clothing. As the vogue for red-light districts gave 
way to the search for bohemian thrillage in the mid-1910s, interest in 
these performances persisted. In the tearooms and masquerade balls of 
Towertown and Greenwich Village, fairies and female impersonators, 
joined for the first time by substantial numbers of “lady lovers,” or, les-
bians, were an integral part of the free-love atmosphere. But it was not 
until the emergence of the pansy and lesbian craze of the late 1920s 
and 1930s that a slumming vogue focused primarily on such women 
and men and the spaces they dominated. Centered on the increasingly 
visible concentration of white lesbians and homosexual men in urban 
districts, such as Towertown, Times Square, and the Village, this popular 
new craze called attention to the shared sense of community and ho-
mosexual identity that defined this vibrant new urban population. And 
it provided white urban thrill seekers with an opportunity to explore 
firsthand the homosexual world that they were already beginning to 
discover in popular stage shows of the day.

During the latter half of the 1920s, a handful of highly publicized 
theatrical productions stoked the public fascination with homosexual-
ity in New York and Chicago. In the most celebrated of these plays, The 
Captive (an American adaptation of French playwright Edouard Bour-
det’s La Prisonniere), Broadway audiences encountered a young French 
woman whose marriage to a male friend never managed to quell her in-
tense sexual desires for the mysterious Madame d’Aiguines. The Captive 
opened in late September 1926 and met with immediate success, netting 
weekly box-office receipts of $21,000 to $23,000 during its four-and-a-
half month run. Within weeks, several Chicago and New York producers 
maneuvered to capitalize on the show’s popularity. Chicago’s Adelphi 
Theater introduced drama enthusiasts to lesbian characters in William 
Hurlbut’s Sin of Sins, a play nearly identical in plot to The Captive, while 
producers in both New York and Chicago offered theater devotees a play 
known as New York Exchange, which was said to have “a counter plot 
of a sort of male ‘captive.’” By early 1927, Broadway was atwitter over 
forthcoming productions of Lester Cohen’s Oscar Wilde and Mae West’s 
The Drag; the former was to document the exploits of its title character, 
and the latter, to feature “some 30 young men . . . half tricked out in 
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women’s clothes and half in tuxedos” in a twenty-minute recreation of 
the drag party referenced by the play’s title. But neither of these plays 
ever managed to open in New York, falling victim to William Randolph 
Hearst’s campaign for a statewide stage censorship law—the same cam-
paign that prompted local police to close The Captive and two other “dirt 
shows,” including Mae West’s play Sex, in early February 1927.5

Despite New York’s sudden crackdown on such theatrical produc-
tions, the reviews of these shows directed the attention of curiosity seek-
ers to the speakeasies and cabarets that would come to form the core of 
the city’s emerging pansy and lesbian craze. Variety’s opening-night re-
view of The Captive noted that “‘Ladies’ of this character are commonly 
referred to as Lesbians,” advising curious theater goers that “Greenwich 
Village is full of them.” The magazine’s review of the Bridgeport, Con-
necticut, premiere of The Drag proclaimed that the show played “ex-
actly like a revue number, or the floor show of a night club,” including 
one performer who “sings after the manner of female impersonators.” 
This resemblance to a nightclub floorshow was hardly surprising, given 
the fact that playwright and producer West had apparently visited  
“a dim-lit Greenwich Village hangout for chorus boys and girls” to audi-
tion more than fifty Villagers for the play’s largely ad-libbed drag ball 
scenes. The review publicized a world that was little known to most 
readers. During the mid-1920s, the female impersonators and lesbian 
performers at Jack Mason’s Red Mask on Charles Street, Jackie Law’s 
Studio on Fifteenth Street, and several other Village speakeasies catered 
primarily to a homosexual following.6

Only around the autumn of 1928 were pansy and lesbian entertain-
ers of the Village first marketed to an uptown clientele, when Meyer 
Horowitz hired the campy Scottish drag queen La Belle Rose to headline 
his popular Village Nut Club at 72 Grove Street. Attired in “bizarre cos-
tumes (of her own creation), fantastic make-up,” and a “wicked peroxide 
blonde” wig, La Belle Rose attracted a growing patronage with his “high-
soprano” singing and sexy fandango dancing. By the close of the year, 
he had become a local radio celebrity, and Variety estimated that an 
audience the size of “a small city stayed up two hours past the witching 
hour” to tune in to his live performances on WMSG and WMCA. Such 
unprecedented access to drag entertainment fueled the public’s growing 
fascination with these acts. By the end of the decade, slummers were 
becoming frequent visitors at a number of Village cabarets that previ-
ously catered primarily to lesbians and homosexual men. Times Square 
nightspots even added their own queer entertainment as a way of boost-
ing sagging, Depression-era revenues.7
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Towertown’s speakeasies began to warm up to the pansy and lesbian 
craze at about the same time, giving rise to several extravagant queer 
personalities. The flamboyant Ed Clasby drew overflowing crowds of 
“widows and old maids” to his Seven Arts Club, a roving lecture forum 
that took up temporary residence in a variety of “alley garages and ho-
tels in the Near North Side.” Enticing slummers with sexually explicit 
lectures by “Prostitutes and Queens as well as scholars,” Clasby fash-
ioned himself into the club’s main attraction, peppering each night’s 
scheduled entertainment with his own Wildean witticisms and risqué 
jokes. At nearby Diamond Lil’s, located at 909 Rush Street, Roy Spencer 
Bartlett employed similar tactics in late 1928 to boost his club’s popu-
larity with the “college boys” and other curious thrill seekers. Making 
a spectacle of his fey personality and attire, including a “red tie with a 
huge imitation diamond stick pin,” Bartlett adopted the name of Mae 
West’s controversial play for both himself and his nightspot. He soon 
became a “huge success” as “Diamond Lil,” and on Saturday nights was 
routinely required to turn away scores of disappointed patrons from his 
overcrowded establishment.8

The popularity of these smaller queer speakeasies paled in compari-
son to the more mainstream cabarets, even though both types of venues 
shared a racial exclusivity in terms of audience. Foremost among the 
larger nightspots that sought to capitalize on the latest slumming craze 
was New York’s swank Club Abbey, a popular West 54th Street nightspot, 
where, according to Broadway columnist Mark Hellinger, Jean Malin 
(figure 23) gave up his Village drag act in the spring of 1930 to become 
“a professional pansy.” Malin’s act met with such “tremendous success,” 
another local journalist recalled, that several more club owners soon fol-
lowed his lead, and “before the main stem knew what had happened, 
there was a hand on a hip for every light on Broadway.” But it was the 
district’s original pansy act that remained its most popular and most 
highly promoted. By the fall of 1930, even the trend-setting New Yorker 
indirectly endorsed Malin’s performance by including the Club Abbey 
in its weekly column “Goings On about Town,” which suggested that 
readers might enjoy mingling with the “Broadway celebrities, rowdies, 
and others” who nightly gathered at the renowned cabaret. Likewise, in 
Chicago, where the popular K-9 Club launched that city’s “professional” 
pansy and lesbian craze in the summer of 1930, the cabaret’s sophisti-
cated revue of female impersonators was copied by local nightlife im-
presarios and even promoted, albeit somewhat obliquely, by one of the 
city’s toniest entertainment guidebooks. In his 1931 “intimate guide” 
titled Dining in Chicago, John Drury slyly encouraged amusement seekers 
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to join the after-theater crowd at the K-9 Club, a popular but “odd sort 
of place,” located in the former quarters of a “dog club . . . hence the 
name” in the basement at 105 East Walton Place.9

The clubs’ almost immediate inclusion in the cities’ more upscale mag-
azines and entertainment guides confirmed their centrality in urban 
nightlife. By the early 1930s, slummers’ participation in the pansy and 
lesbian craze was becoming the ultimate mark of cosmopolitan sophisti-
cation. This notion clearly resonated with a young University of Chicago 
student who insisted on using the term cognoscenti to describe the well-
to-do white women and men who visited one Towertown nightspot to 
watch the “queens display the latest Parish [Paris?] gowns in ‘Drag.’” But 
she was hardly the only observer to draw this connection. In early 1931, 
Vanity Fair reported that the New Yorkers who attended “Jean Malin’s 
‘smart’ Club Abbey” were the very embodiment of urbanity. “Through 
a lavender mist,” the magazine noted, the cabaret’s “somewhat bewil-
dered clientéle” stifled any remaining reservations they had about the 

23      Pansy entertainer Jean Malin poses between film actresses Harriet Parsons and Sally Eilers 
at Hollywood’s Club New Yorker, where Malin became master of ceremonies in the fall of 
1932 after leaving New York. (Photograph from Modern Screen, March 1933. Reprinted 
with permission from the collection of JD Doyle.)
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evening’s entertainment, choosing instead to “smirk with self-conscious 
sophistication at the delicate antics of their host.”10

Despite the singularity that such slumming excursions provided for 
expressing one’s sense of urbanity amid the upheaval of the Depression, 
not all the women and men who participated in this popular pastime 
had such particular outcomes in mind. Rather, as with preceding slum-
ming vogues, they sometimes saw their participation in the pansy and 
lesbian craze merely as a means to gain access to the unique social and 
sexual opportunities fostered in such racially exclusive, white nightspots. 
Anti-vice investigators from Chicago’s JPA certainly suspected as much 
when they noted that the Picardy Club, located near the Century of 
Progress fairgrounds on the city’s South Side, employed “several [male] 
performers, attired as women,” and a young male “hostess” with “eye-
lids colored and lips rouged” who was “supposed to entertain the men 
patrons.” Calling to mind the female nightclub hostesses whom urban 
reformers insisted were little more than covert prostitutes, this reference 
to the Picardy’s pansy host was clearly intended to imply his sexual avail-
ability to the cabaret’s male clientele. At Times Square’s popular Coffee 
Cliff cabaret, one of the club’s wisecracking entertainers employed more 
surreptitious tactics to inform his audience about the sexual favors that 
could be obtained from the cabaret’s resident female impersonator. As 
the begowned entertainer danced with several male patrons, an under-
cover investigator later reported, the comedian “cracked the following 
joke ‘How does she look? Don’t she look like Polly Adler?’” Audience 
members would have instantly recognized the object of this compari-
son, one of New York’s most notorious madams.11

During the pansy and lesbian craze, well-to-do white men were not 
the only ones to exploit the cover that slumming provided for homo-
sexual experimentation. Their female counterparts also used this vogue 
to gain easy access to casual same-sex encounters. In part, this develop-
ment was a direct result of white middle-class women’s growing sense of 
independence and their increased participation in urban public amuse-
ments, but it was also a product of the rapid proliferation of specifically 
lesbian-oriented cabarets during the late 1920s and early 1930s. With 
destinations catering specifically to their interests, white female slum-
mers professed their fascination with “perversity” as easily as they had 
begun to speak of sex in general. A nineteen-year-old bleached blonde 
told a social worker at one Chicago venereal disease clinic that “as soon 
as she got rid of [the] gonorrhea” she had acquired during a blind date 
with a local fellow, “she intended to go to a night club called the ‘Canine  
Club’” (actually, the K-9 Club). “She told me that she had heard that 
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you couldn’t go to a toilet there without some man or woman following 
you in,” the social worker reported, and her “idea was to meet a pervert 
and have a sexual experience with one of them.” In New York, so many 
female slummers were believed to be involved in such sexual experi-
mentation that critics, including sociologist Caroline Ware and bohe-
mian journalist Bobby Edwards, suggested that these “pseudo-Lesbians” 
significantly outnumbered the “real lesbians” who frequented Village 
cabarets during the early 1930s.12

Such references to pseudolesbianism, however, were intended less to 
acknowledge female slummers’ increasing sexual experimentation, than 
to portray lesbians as dangerous sexual predators, preying upon the in-
nocent young women who visited the queer nightspots of New York  
and Chicago. Just as immigrant and black working-class men were often 
construed as predatory threats to white women’s sexual purity, white 
lesbians were similarly perceived as hypersexual beings who might take 
advantage of otherwise “normal” women. Sounding the alarm against 
these dangers in the summer of 1932, one tabloid columnist suggested 
that slumming had turned Greenwich Village into a “Lesbians’ Para-
dise,” where “Lesbos, filthy with erotomania,” frequently went “on the 
make for sweet high school kiddies down for a thrill.” Hardly unique 
to sensationalistic tabloids, such accusations gave popular expression 
to the fears held by a number of observers who believed that the pansy 
and lesbian craze had the potential to lure their friends and relatives 
into a life of homosexuality. In Chicago, a young woman consulted a 
psychiatrist when a female friend expressed a desire “to rent a tuxedo 
to go to a drag party,” shortly after the two had undertaken a “slum-
ming party” to Towertown’s Ballyhoo Café. Advised that the only way 
to protect her friend from the potential hazards of homosexuality “was 
to stop her from going to that drag party in male costume,” the young 
woman attempted to intervene. But her friend went anyway and, within 
only a matter of weeks, announced that she had “fallen in love with an-
other girl.” This unprecedented expression of lesbian desire confirmed 
the young woman’s fears concerns about the perils of slumming, but 
it also provided clear evidence that one woman’s temporary nighttime 
diversion could prove to be another’s lifelong awakening.13

Even as the sexual experimentation afforded by the pansy and les-
bian craze provided inexperienced homosexuals with an effective entrée 
into queer New York and Chicago, the interactions that took place in 
these nightspots hardly resulted in the display of homosexuality run 
amok that critics seemed to fear. Just as the preceding slumming vogue 
for black-and-tan cabarets reified racial hierarchies, this new craze for 
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things homosexual provided well-to-do white amusement seekers with 
an opportunity for defining and policing the newly emergent boundaries 
of acceptable heterosexual behavior. As they clung, in the words of Van-
ity Fair, “with one hand . . . to the linsey-woolsey skirts of respectability 
(that eternal ideal of the bourgeois) and with the other timidly pat[ted] 
the silken knee of Pleasure,” white middle- and upper-class slummers 
naturalized their own social and sexual transgressions by juxtaposing 
them with “the wilted postures and tense warbling” of the cities’ exten-
sive chorus of pansy and lesbian entertainers. The spectacle of lesbians, 
pansies, and male and female impersonators provided a useful foil for 
the shifts in normative sexual practices and gender identities that came 
to define heterosexuality in Depression-era America.14

By the late 1920s, U.S. gender norms had undergone rapid modifica-
tion. The passage of women’s suffrage in 1920 and the increasing social 
and sexual adventurousness of well-to-do white urban women signifi-
cantly undermined the nineteenth-century notion that a woman’s place 
lay primarily within the domestic confines of the home. Women ven-
tured, instead, into the cities’ public spaces—its department stores, movie 
theaters, dance halls, and cabarets—spurred by the country’s burgeoning 
urban consumer culture. Concomitantly, the turn-of-the-century mas-
culine ideal of Theodore Roosevelt’s “strenuous life” gave way to a more 
consumption-oriented model of masculinity, as advertisers encouraged 
white middle-class men to pay closer attention to their appearances. Ac-
cording to historian Kevin White, “sex appeal” became the masculine 
catchphrase of the 1920s, and whatever anxiety men felt about their 
gradual shift away from rugged masculinity was largely allayed by adver-
tising campaigns that insisted that male consumers were still “real” men, 
despite their use of mouthwash, hair pomade, and the like.15

But as the economic crisis of the early 1930s deprived many men of 
the remaining cornerstone of their middle-class masculinity—their abil-
ity to serve as the family breadwinners—the consumer-oriented model 
of modern American manhood required some reinforcement. The com-
mercialized spectacle of homosexuality that formed the centerpiece 
of the new pansy and lesbian craze proved effective. When well-to-do 
white men took their female companions slumming, they encountered 
the perfect counterpoint to highlight their own masculinity. Whatever 
complaints critics had about the appearance-obsessed American male, he 
was undeniably masculine, even gruff, in comparison to the stereotypi-
cally slim-waisted, limp-wristed, and often-lisping pansies who peopled 
the stages and audiences of queer nightspots. The distinction became 
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even more stark in early 1933, when New York authorities enforced a 
ban against male performers appearing in women’s clothing, forcing the 
long-haired Jackie Maye to become, in the words of Zit’s Theatrical News-
paper, “the first female impersonator to imitate the dames in male attire” 
when he appeared at the popular Lido Cabaret.16

As pansy performers reinforced the masculinity of the cabarets’ “nor-
mal” male spectators, however, they simultaneously threatened to un-
dermine male slummers’ fledgling heterosexual identities by positioning 
themselves as feminized objects of male patrons’ desires. Unlike the 
earliest slumming vogue, during which the dominant gendered sys-
tem of sexual classification permitted masculine male patrons in im-
migrant and working-class resorts to couple with fairy entertainers and 
other feminine men without calling the slummers’ sexual normalcy into 
question, the pansy and lesbian craze operated within a newly emergent 
hetero/homo sexual dichotomy that rendered such same-sex encoun-
ters undeniably queer. This new sexual paradigm was underscored by 
cabarets such as Chicago’s Ballyhoo Café that employed both lesbian 
and pansy entertainers, for the performers’ joint appearance called at-
tention to their shared identities as homosexuals—identities that clearly 
set them apart from heterosexual audience members.17

Notably, the reorganization of slumming along a hetero/homo sexual 
axis first developed within largely all-white venues, where racial exclu-
sivity provided a space in which sexual difference, rather than racial dif-
ference, became the key marker of identity. Managers of the cities’ more 
mainstream white cabarets further reinforced this hetero/homo sexual 
distinction by pairing female impersonators and pansy entertainers with 
fan dancers or other scantily clad female performers who would appeal 
to male slummers, thereby clearly establishing those men as heterosexu-
als. Arkie Schwartz, the owner of New York’s Club Richman, made this 
ploy especially clear in the spring of 1932, when he changed the name of 
his West 56th Street cabaret to the Café Folies Bergére and began billing 
headliner Jean Malin in conjunction with a “continental revue” of beau-
tiful chorus girls. At Chicago’s “flamboyant club” The Pit, one writer re-
called, female strippers were similarly employed to offset “that mélange 
of middle sex which nature started but never finished.” The pairing of 
pansy entertainers and fan dancers—and the overwhelming popularity 
of the latter with male slummers—became so prevalent in the slumming 
hotspots of New York and Chicago that queer entertainers even began to 
lampoon the flimsily dressed women. “A couple of pansy comics,” Art 
West and Lena Rivers, “do THEIR fan-dance at the Club Le Masque in 
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long underwear,” a special Chicago correspondent for the Broadway Tat-
tler reported in September 1933. “More fanny than fan, though, in . . .  
[this] case.” Such joking should not obscure the crucial role that fan 
dancers played in popularizing the pansy and lesbian craze. Their sex-
ualized performances, directed specifically at male patrons, helped to 
shore up an emergent system of sexual classification that privileged het-
erosexual object choice over gendered sexual desire, as the half-naked 
heterosexual woman emerged the clear winner in an onstage rivalry that 
pitted her against the professional pansy of the early 1930s.18

Slumming excursions into the lesbian-oriented cabarets of Chicago 
and New York provided even more tactile means of constructing and 
reinforcing the new categories of sexual identity. In the early 1930s, two 
Chicago men known to be “sophisticated as to some of the aspects of 
queer life” invited their unsuspecting girlfriends to spend the evening at 
the lesbian-oriented Roselle Inn on Chicago’s Near North Side. Shortly 
after they arrived at the cabaret, one of the men noted:

A girl . . . came over to our table and asked one of the girls in our party to dance with 

her. After the first dance was over, this girl came over to our table again and asked 

for another dance with my girl friend. The girl who asked for the dance kissed my girl 

friend and my girl friend said, “Is that girl drunk—is she crazy?” I then let my [male] 

friend explain to these girls what it was all about. . . . At first the girls in our party 

thought these queer girls were clowning and then after being told, they became 

disgusted. These girls would not have gone down there in the beginning if they were 

told about this place beforehand. This was merely a way to spend an evening.19

The account of this slumming expedition seemingly provides striking ev-
idence of male heterosexual privilege: the men consciously manipulated 
female sexuality, depriving their girlfriends of information and forcing 
them to participate in a public enactment of lesbian behavior. But the 
female slummers may not have been so ignorant of the sexual dynam-
ics of this nightspot as their boyfriends would have liked to believe. If 
this were the case, the women may have intentionally exploited the 
heterosexual cover that slumming provided to enjoy somewhat sanc-
tioned same-sex intimacy. The women’s professed “disgust” with the 
homosexual interpretation of their encounters thus served to naturalize 
their heterosexuality even as it may have obscured their enjoyment of 
lesbian activity.20

Although the queer behavior on display in lesbian and pansy resorts 
usually reinforced the heterosexual identity of slummers, slumming also  



THE PANSY AND LESBIAN CRAZE

243

contributed to the incorporation of purportedly queer sex acts into 
the pantheon of acceptable heterosexual behavior. Historian Elizabeth 
Clement has suggested that middle-class whites’ enraptured attendance 
at the live sex circuses of New York call houses—where female prostitutes 
performed oral sex on each other for the amusement of paying custom-
ers—likely contributed to the increasing acceptance of oral sex within 
heterosexual relations. In Chicago, where the proliferation of such shows 
coincided with the rising popularity of the lesbian and pansy craze dur-
ing the 1933–34 Century of Progress World’s Fair, authorities expressed 
concern that respectable middle-class slummers might emulate the activi-
ties on display. Chastising a couple of Chicago “playgirls” for putting on 
lesbian performances, Dr. Ben L. Reitman argued that “the things that 
you do in private and public to amuse men are bad for the community.” 
Eliding the difference between same-sex cunnilingus and opposite-sex fel-
latio, he admonished, “You not only make it easy for men to have extra-
marital sex but you make perversion and degeneracy funny and delightful 
to others, and the things that you demonstrate to men they demand from 
their sweethearts and wives.”21

While Reitman characterized heterosexual women as the passive 
audience to their male partners’ allegedly perverse requests, in reality 
many such women actively sought opportunities to expand their sexual 
repertoire. The pansy and lesbian craze provided them with one means 
to develop new forms of sexual expertise, as they adapted ostensibly 
queer sexual practices for use in heterosexual contexts. Vanity Fair edi-
tor Helen Lawrenson attested that she and her female friends eagerly 
sought to learn how to perform fellatio, asking “a homosexual friend” 
for “practical hints on the procedure.” In a booth at a local luncheon-
ette, Lawrenson shared his advice with a female friend, using a salt cellar 
to demonstrate the technique. The lesson proved so valuable that they 
“became aware that the women at the next table were listening, mes-
merized to the point of forgetting their fudge sundaes.” For Lawrenson, 
her friend, and the women eavesdroppers, successfully participating in 
new heterosexual behaviors depended on access to—although not direct 
participation in—homosexual practices. Responding to a letter in which 
a former college classmate wrote about her own struggle to master oral 
sex, Lawrenson urged, “As to cocksucking, you really should come to 
New York and join our class.” Reitman and other crusaders might have 
been shocked at such frankness, but Lawrenson glibly noted, “we are 
practicing like mad. . . . We are such nice girls and we have such an in-
nocent, worthwhile attitude toward it”—testimony that indicated the 
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new practice hardly seemed immoral to the women who sought to en-
gage in it.22

The opportunity slumming offered for heterosexuals to indulge in 
or adopt queer behavior ultimately resulted in intense policing of the 
boundary between heterosexual and homosexual identities. Lesbian 
flirtations like those observed at the Roselle Inn provided a titillating, 
yet relatively harmless, counterpoint for newly developing heterosexual 
norms. But if the lesbian patrons or entertainers in such cabarets ap-
peared to challenge heterosexual men’s control over their dates, they 
were sometimes greeted with violence akin to what white male slum-
mers used to thwart the advances of black men toward white women in 
the cities’ black-and-tan cabarets. During the winter of 1931, the male 
impersonator Edna “Eddye” Adams flirted with a young woman in the 
audience at one of her performances at New York’s Club D’Orsay. The 
woman’s boyfriend, New York gangster Dutch Schultz, took Adams’s 
flirtations as a sexual challenge and beat the performer so savagely that 
she suffered a black eye, a cut lip, and some missing teeth. “There ain’t 
no one going [to] cut in on my gal,” Schultz told one newspaper reporter 
who covered the incident, not “man or dame!” Schultz’s response to Ad-
ams’s supposed lesbian menace also included persuading the cabaret’s 
manager to fire the performer, thus bringing an end to queer entertain-
ment at the D’Orsay and concluding its days as a public haven for local 
homosexuals.23

“Queer people despise Jam people”: Resistance and Community 
Building in the White Mainstream Venues of the Pansy and  
Lesbian Craze

In the face of such hostile endeavors to separate heterosexuality from 
homosexuality, it is important to remember that the pansy and lesbian 
craze, like all preceding slumming vogues, was a product of the social 
interaction between distinct urban communities. The craze’s primary 
nightspots operated not only for the amusement of white heterosexual 
pleasure seekers but also as vital meeting places where white lesbians 
and gay men established a sense of community within the vast physical 
spaces and anonymity of Prohibition-era Chicago and New York. The 
social networks that took shape in the private spaces of lodging houses 
and studio apartments in Towertown, Times Square, and Greenwich 
Village served as the core of these cities’ homosexual worlds, but the 
connections that provided entrée into these communities were often se-
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cured in public spaces. At the height of the pansy and lesbian craze, the 
sheer proliferation of queer-oriented nightspots meant that such places 
inevitably became nodes in the process of building a community, albeit 
a racially homogeneous one, since it developed largely in venues that 
excluded queers of color. “Queens, fairies, fags,” one white New York 
lesbian commented, “they all flock when they hear of a restaurant or 
some other place” that seemed to welcome queer patrons—regardless of 
whether the proprietor’s congenial reception was simply part of a ploy 
to attract a more profitable slumming trade. While claiming that lesbi-
ans usually “get acquainted through friends,” the woman reported that 
they, too, sometimes used the cities’ queer cabarets to make social and 
sexual acquaintances. “In the Village you can go cruising,” she candidly 
observed, “and a lot of dykes go to some of the midtown clubs” with 
similar intentions.24

If this observer seemed unmindful of the exclusion of lesbians of 
color from the nightspots she described, her attitude reflects the larger 
reality that racial exclusivity was a defining fact in the development of 
urban homosexual communities. Even as white lesbians and gay men 
began to establish a unified identity in contrast to the heterosexuality 
of slummers, the homosexual world they were creating in Towertown, 
Greenwich Village, and Times Square was riven by race. The spatial re-
configuration of northern urban centers along an increasingly white/
black racial axis, in response to the Great Migration, permeated the cit-
ies’ emerging queer communities—especially within the relatively seg-
regated confines of popular entertainment districts. White mainstream 
cabarets, including Towertown’s Monte Carlo or the King’s Terrace near 
Times Square, might make room for black queer entertainers, such as the 
Sepia Gloria Swanson and the “smart-smut-songstress” Gladys Bentley, 
but these performances were intended for the nightspots’ usual white 
audiences of heterosexual slummers, lesbians, and gay men. The inclu-
sion of blacks among the cabarets’ vast patronage—whether as slum-
mers or as part of the homosexual audience—would have challenged 
local Jim Crow practices and thus was extremely rare.25

Immersed in the prevailing racial ideologies of the day, white lesbians 
and gay men usually greeted the presence of blacks in mainstream caba-
rets with a sense of bemusement, fear, hostility, or some combination 
of the three. For instance, when Jean Malin challenged the color line by 
arriving in the company of a large black man at New York’s Depression 
Club, he was “immediately surrounded by a twittering circle of flowers.” 
In this cabaret, which was “devoted to the third sex and interested on-
lookers,” the mere presence of a dark-skinned man was unusual enough 
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to cause a sense of consternation—although at least one New York tab-
loid offered a more hyperbolic explanation for the scene that allegedly 
ensued. Claiming that Malin’s date was “one of the huge black Ubangi 
savages left over from the circus at the Garden” and that he had arrived 
at the cabaret “dressed in a purple blanket and a none too secure looking 
loin cloth,” a journalist for Brevities conjured a rather unbelievable spec-
tacle of black primitivism run amok in the city’s white pansy resorts. The 
reporter insisted that, after playfully manhandling Malin to everyone’s 
general amusement, this “seven foot two [inch] . . . savage specimen of 
the animal world” caused a sudden uproar by attempting to hold a young 
white baby who, according to the tabloid’s increasingly unlikely scenario, 
had unexpectedly arrived at the late-night cabaret in the arms of her 
mother, “Nellie, the coatroom girl.” No doubt there was some morsel of 
truth to this story—maybe Malin’s companion really was a visiting Afri-
can entertainer. But the scene that Brevities painted for the amusement of 
its readers was so embellished with racist fantasies of sexual savagery that 
it evidences the rarity with which such cross-racial encounters occurred 
in white queer spaces and the potential—if exaggerated—responses that 
blacks might expect to encounter in similar situations.26

The diary of a student from Chicago’s Near North Side, procured 
by sociologist Harvey Warren Zorbaugh during his intensive study of 
Towertown, provides a more reliable account of the response that likely 
greeted most black homosexuals when they ventured into white pansy 
and lesbian cabarets. Recounting an evening spent in a popular Tower-
town resort, the student recalled that “a group of ‘homos’ from the South 
Side also came in,” taking seats at a nearby table where they “drank 
tea and talked loudly of labor.” Among the group was one particularly 
“beautiful boy with red hair and a dead white skin,” who apparently 
piqued the romantic and sexual interests of his observers. But the group 
also included another gentleman who “claim[ed] to be a Spaniard” and 
called himself “‘Alonzo,’” the student skeptically reported. Unlike his 
fairer-skinned companion, this darker-skinned man was clearly marked 
as an outsider in Towertown’s white homosexual world. “The village 
suspects him of being an octoroon,” the student recorded in his diary, 
“and will have nothing to do with him.” Although the patrons at this 
white pansy resort were willing to tolerate the presence of “a group of 
college boys who had been to the Dill Pickle and were slumming,” the 
mere suspicion that a gay man in their midst might have a single great-
grandparent of African descent was sufficient to warrant his exclusion. 
The ideologies of race and racism ran strong, even within marginalized 
communities.27



THE PANSY AND LESBIAN CRAZE

247

Yet the shared racial identity of white lesbians and pansies proved 
an insufficient foundation for establishing a sense of community. Un-
like other recently emergent urban populations (namely, the southern 
and eastern European and Chinese immigrants and black migrants who 
had been the focus of earlier slumming vogues), white urban homo-
sexuals shared no ancestral lineage or geographic origin. As a result, the 
group lacked the traditional public centers of urban community, such 
as benevolent organizations, mutual benefit societies, synagogues, and 
churches, that other groups enjoyed. The lesbian and gay community 
did not even have its own newspaper, although evidence suggests that 
enterprising individuals exploited the public fascination with the pansy 
and lesbian craze to make at least a couple of unsuccessful attempts at 
establishing just such a community mouthpiece in Chicago during the 
1920s and early 1930s. Instead, like the bohemian radicals and artists 
before them, the white lesbians and gay men of Chicago and New York 
established connections to one another through their interactions in a 
series of informal tearooms, restaurants, and posh cabarets.28

Given the important role that these nightspots played in the forma-
tion of a sense of community among the white lesbians and gay men 
who frequented Towertown, Times Square, and Greenwich Village, they 
did not always welcome the influx of curious heterosexual pleasure seek-
ers, whose presence disrupted their own queer socializing. While some 
homosexual women and men sought to exploit slummers’ naiveté, 
pressuring visitors to dance or flirting with them mercilessly until their 
discomfort with the situation prompted their departure, many of the les-
bians and gay men who daily struggled to carve out a space for themselves 
in the public urban landscape offered significant displays of resistance 
to slummers. In particular, when the interactions between heterosexual 
slummers and homosexuals occasioned the foreclosure of queer-friendly 
spaces—as the confrontation between Dutch Schultz and Eddye Adams 
did—lesbians and gay men openly expressed their displeasure. As the 
rising popularity of the pansy and lesbian craze boosted the traffic of 
white curiosity seekers, the mere presence of heterosexual outsiders in 
the cities’ pansy and lesbian resorts provoked vocal opposition. “One of 
the queer girls” among the patrons at Towertown’s Ballyhoo Café, for  
example, warned an inquisitive observer that “queer people despise Jam 
people” (queer slang for heterosexuals) who invade their cabarets.29

Despite the disruptions that slumming wrought, the pansy and les-
bian craze actually played a pivotal role in introducing otherwise unini-
tiated white lesbians and gay men to the urban homosexual world. A 
young woman named Marian, for instance, first discovered the existence 



CHAPTER S IX 

248

of Chicago’s lesbian nightspots when she attended a lecture presented 
by the infamous clap doctor and slumming tour guide Ben L. Reitman. 
“Desirous of making friends of [her] own kind,” Marian quickly dashed 
off a letter to the congenial speaker, asking for the addresses of some of 
the clubs that he had mentioned so that she could set out to explore 
their social and sexual possibilities. While enrolled as an undergraduate 
at Northwestern University during the early 1930s, pioneering gay activ-
ist Bruce Scott experienced a similar introduction to Towertown’s queer 
venues—acquired through the very advertisements that local nightspots 
placed to appeal to heterosexual slummers. “I arrived on campus one 
morning,” Scott later recalled, “and there were placards all over the 
picket fence advertising a lecture by Magnus Hirschfeld on homosexu-
ality at the Dill Pickle Club” (figure 24). Having already recognized his 
own homosexuality and hoping to meet others like himself, Scott re-
solved to take the train down from Evanston on the appointed night. 
Although the promised lecture was canceled, the Dill Pickle Club’s ac-
tive promotion of the city’s latest slumming craze provided Scott with 
a means to bond with campus residents familiar with Chicago’s popu-
lar pansy cabarets. Hearing of Scott’s failed expedition, a counselor in 
his college dormitory soon recommended that he make another trip to 

24      This placard announced the rescheduled appearance of Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld at Tower-
town’s Dill Pickle Club in January 1931. Hirschfeld, a pioneering Jewish sexologist and early 
advocate for homosexual emancipation, visited Chicago as part of a lengthy international 
tour on behalf of the World League for Sexual Reform. (Reprinted with permission from 
the collection of the Newberry Library.)
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Towertown—this time to visit the district’s famed K-9 Club and its re-
nowned chorus of female impersonators.30

For those who were less willing to identify publicly as homosexuals, 
slumming provided a convenient cover for their presence in popular  
pansy and lesbian resorts. These women and men could simply position 
themselves as part of the more general slumming audience—that is, as 
people drawn to the novelty of the districts’ nightspots. Such was the 
case when a queer man named Clarence bumped into his heterosexual 
cousin at Chicago’s Ballyhoo Café. “Why, Clarence what are you do-
ing here?” the cousin inquired, prompting Clarence to lob the same 
question back at his inquisitive relative. “The cousin said that he was 
merely visiting this place with friends,” a written account of the inci-
dent later noted. “Clarence said that he was also,” despite the fact that 
he was known to “frequent the Ballyhoo quite often.” “Why, if [my 
cousin] should only know!” Clarence ultimately admitted—a statement 
that dramatically underscored the invaluable protection that slumming 
accorded to fledgling homosexuals.31

Whether they chose to flaunt or to camouflage their participation in 
the urban homosexual world, the lesbians and gay men who gathered in 
the queer cabarets of New York and Chicago constructed an identifiable 
white homosexual community in which both women and men were 
welcome. The repeal of Prohibition in 1933 would usher in an era of 
more sex-segregated gay and lesbian bars, along with a series of new laws 
and regulations that prompted increased crackdowns on queer nightlife 
more generally. But at the height of the pansy and lesbian craze in the 
early 1930s, the mixed character of the cities’ most popular slumming 
venues promoted a shared sense of identity among female and male ho-
mosexual patrons. At Chicago’s Ballyhoo Café, for example, the pansies 
and “mantees,” as lesbians were sometimes called during this era, devel-
oped a strong common bond, setting themselves apart from the “jam” 
who came to observe their interactions. Journalist Paul Yawitz observed 
a similar dynamic in 1931 at a Village cabaret known as The Bungalow, 
where the “patronage is composed almost entirely of lisping boys and 
deep-voiced girls.”32

A significant number of cabarets catered to a mixed, though racially 
homogenous, homosexual crowd during the early 1930s. On Chicago’s 
Near North Side, Jack Ryan’s Phalanstery, the K-9 Club, and the Dill 
Pickle Club were but a few of the many nightspots that played host to 
white lesbians and gay men, as well as to substantial crowds of slummers. 
In New York, Times Square hotspots, including the Club D’Orsay, Louis’ 
on 49th Street, the Jewel Restaurant, and Jack’s, provided slummers  
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with a display of “fairies and lady lovers,” as did such notable Village 
cabarets as The Camp, Paul’s, and the Greenwich Village Casino. Les-
bian entrepreneurs appear to have played a particularly active role in  
creating mixed spaces and in promoting the shared sense of white ho-
mosexual community that they facilitated. After launching her career as 
the producer of a female impersonator revue at Chicago’s Club Piccardy, 
for instance, lesbian Billie LeRoy actively endeavored to bring lesbians 
and gay men together in the string of relatively mixed cabarets that she 
opened on the city’s Near North Side during the 1930s. In similar fash-
ion, the Duchess, the mannish proprietor of a colorful Village nightspot, 
hired a wait staff of “four young ‘men’ with painted lips and rouged 
cheeks,” apparently hoping to expand her patronage of lesbians and het-
erosexual slummers to include pansies as well.33

In the midst of the pansy and lesbian craze, these cabarets undeniably 
contributed to the codification of the now-dominant hetero/homo sex-
ual binary by allowing white lesbians and pansies to construct a shared 
communal identity in opposition to slumming heterosexuals (and vice 
versa). But they also created spaces in which lesbians and gay men could 
begin to challenge both the presumed normalcy of heterosexuality and 
the social privileges that accompanied it. Flirting openly with the het-
erosexual men in his audience, for instance, pansy entertainer Jean Ma-
lin cast public doubt on their sexual normalcy by insinuating that they 
were not only the objects of homosexual desire but also the possessors of 
such desires themselves. Just as he challenged the color line by bringing 
a black guest into a normatively white club, Malin further undermined 
the foundations of normative masculinity by appropriating the very acts 
of violence that many “normal” men used to secure their heterosexual-
ity, on occasion greeting the insults of his rowdiest male hecklers with 
raised fists and, in at least one instance, with a beer bottle broken across 
a heckler’s brow. Gay men and lesbians also disrupted the equation of 
heterosexuality with respectability and propriety. Painting slummers as 
socially aberrant interlopers whose “uncouth manner” and loud vulgar 
antics increasingly warranted, in the words of one disgruntled pansy,  
“a good, hard slap,” queers disclosed the disreputable public behavior 
that often lay at the very heart of supposed sexual normalcy.34

Other lesbians and gay men extended this critique to include fel-
low homosexuals. Many white middle-class queers preferred the class 
status and supposed respectability of heterosexual slummers to the un-
restrained public behavior of pansy and lesbian performers. “I think a 
good deal of harm has been done on the stage by talking about pansies,” 
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one white middle-class New Yorker remarked in the mid-1930s, adding 
that he didn’t “begrudge normal people their feeling against homosexu-
als.” “I don’t object to being known as a homosexual,” he later clarified, 
“but I detest the obvious, blatant, made-up boys whose public appear-
ance and behavior provoke onerous criticism. . . . I don’t think it’s too 
good a plan to have homosexuality too much accepted because it gives 
pansies too much chance. I think the police should stamp it out.” A 
native Californian who had relocated to New York in the early 1930s 
vociferously agreed, expressing particular contempt for the pansies who 
entertained in local nightclubs: “Queens prancing around on the street 
was bad enough, I always thought. No discretion. No dignity. Before 
a crowd of straight men in a cabaret, being laughed at—I mean, what 
good did that do us?”35

At its most basic, such hostility against “blatant, made-up boys” was an 
expression of the class divisions that, like race, marked the homosexual 
world of 1930s New York and Chicago—divisions that simultaneously 
reinforced the historical shift away from a gendered system of margin-
alized fairies and mannish women to the privileging of heterosexual 
object choice over same-sex attraction. Historian George Chauncey ar-
gues that homosexual men’s decision to eschew the feminine role of the 
fairy was largely a function of age and rising social status. As white men 
grew older or assumed work responsibilities in a business world where 
success was premised on conventionally masculine comportment, they 
became increasingly likely to distance themselves from the flamboyant 
public behavior of white working-class homosexuals. Calling them-
selves “queers,” in contradistinction to fairies, white middle-class homo-
sexual men developed a more conservative and covert public style that 
allowed them to pass in the world of middle-class heterosexuality. They 
restricted open displays of their sexuality primarily to private spaces and 
created less recognizable public expressions of their sexual identity and 
desires, including the use of coded language and the adoption of more 
normatively masculine behaviors and fashions.36

Despite their insistence on distancing themselves from the cities’ 
more visible working-class homosexuals, however, not all white middle- 
class queer men shunned the popular nightspots of the pansy and 
lesbian craze. In fact, they sometimes used queer resorts as spaces in 
which to consciously construct more masculine homosexual identities 
in juxtaposition with the public personae of both pansy entertainers 
and heterosexual male slummers. Thus, in his endeavor to “set about to 
try and invent a new sex” in late 1933, one young queer told a friend  
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that he had purchased a new tuxedo to wear to New York’s toniest queer 
resorts. Apparently hoping to distinguish himself from the berouged, 
femininely attired pansies he expected to encounter, he placed great 
faith both in his own masculine comportment and in the notion that 
the clothes always make the man.37

In a similar fashion, some white middle-class homosexual women 
used their participation in urban nightlife as a means to challenge the 
gendered conception of lesbians as mannish women in coats and ties. 
Although they remained much less visible than the highly gendered 
working-class lesbians—both butches and femmes—who formed the 
core female clientele of most queer cabarets, growing numbers of mid-
dle- and upper-class homosexual women ventured outside their private 
social networks to assume more public roles. “Gradually a revolution 
broke out in Lesbian ranks,” one New York tabloid remarked in a light-
hearted effort to document this trend. “The uptown crowd suddenly 
went swank. Masculine[ly] attired girls were prohibited in any of the 
well-known uptown clubs with the exception of Helen Lambert’s Club 
and the Attic Club at 58th Street. . . . No longer did they boast of their 
masculinity or show off their physical attractiveness through the me-
dium of bobbed hair and collar and tie.” Instead, “Lesbians had gone 
effeminate,” the reporter noted, literally refashioning themselves as nor-
matively gendered homosexuals whose common link resided in their 
attraction to sexual partners of the same sex.38

Even as the emergence of significant numbers of self-identified white 
middle-class masculine queer men and feminine lesbians seemed to her-
ald the historical shift toward the now-dominant hetero/homo binary 
of sexual classification, their increasing presence in urban public culture 
had unexpected consequences. First, as these women and men remade 
the upscale queer nightlife of New York and Chicago in their own im-
age, they rendered it increasingly invisible to prospective heterosexual 
slummers who failed to recognize any significant difference between the 
cabarets’ normatively gendered heterosexual and homosexual patrons. 
This was especially true when the latter took the added precaution of 
going out in complementary pairs of women and men, as white middle-
class lesbians and queer men often did by the mid-1930s. No doubt this 
increasing ability to blend in with their heterosexual compatriots pleased 
many conservative middle-class homosexuals—both because it allowed 
them to lay claim to a sense of white bourgeois respectability and be-
cause the social privilege associated with this status gave them access to a 
wider range of public urban spaces. But as respectable, white middle-class 
queers became less visible in the popular pansy and lesbian cabarets of 
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New York and Chicago, they drew added attention to the more flam-
boyant working-class men and women that they left behind. This move 
rendered the cities’ remaining pansy and lesbian cabarets even more vul-
nerable to increased regulation in the post-Prohibition era and intensified 
the social stigma that working-class lesbians and homosexual men were 
forced to shoulder because of their greater visibility. By the mid-1930s, 
when local authorities essentially eradicated the pansy and lesbian craze 
from the white mainstream cabarets of New York and Chicago, this ever-
present class divide began to challenge any sense of shared homosexual 
community that might have emerged across class lines among white 
queers at the height of the popular slumming vogue.39

In Search of Something New: White Heterosexual Slummers Return 
to the Black and Tans

During the early 1930s, as local authorities foreclosed on queer-oriented 
resorts in the white entertainment districts of New York and Chicago, 
the police seemed content to allow the pansy and lesbian craze to re-
establish itself in black urban spaces, much as they had quietly con-
sented years earlier to the relocation of white prostitution to Harlem and 
Bronzeville upon the closing of the cities’ red-light districts. As a result, 
a number of white queer entertainers and impresarios transferred their 
professional activities from the Village, Towertown, and Times Square 
to the cities’ less closely policed black neighborhoods. When local au-
thorities closed the Sixth Avenue nightspot where he was working in 
drag, Robert Brennan recalled that his employer simply informed the 
club’s white entertainers that “we’ve opened up another place.” Soon 
he was “work[ing] in Harlem where we went to work at midnight and 
got through at eight o’clock in the morning.” George Burns, an orga-
nizer of Greenwich Village masquerades during the 1920s, also shifted 
his attention to the less regulated environs of black New York, promot-
ing at least one ball at the Rockland Palace during the summer of 1930. 
Even the owners of Harlem’s Renaissance Casino were rumored to have 
solicited white drag impresario Jack Mason to “host that dainty cos-
tume ball they’re staging” in the spring of 1932, after his latest Madison 
Square Garden extravaganza had been canned by the police. But the 
queer attractions of Harlem and Bronzeville that became central to the 
continued popularity of the pansy and lesbian craze were by no means 
limited to the productions of white entrepreneurs. Rather, they included 
the black queer performers and patrons of local speakeasies, who had  
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developed their own vibrant communities in response to their exclusion 
from the cities’ white homosexual worlds.40

Although the de facto racial segregation of New York and Chicago 
prevented black queers from establishing a residential enclave separate 
from the rest of the cities’ black inhabitants, the boarding houses and 
kitchenette apartments of Harlem and Bronzeville accommodated a bur-
geoning—and increasingly visible—population of lesbians and gay men. 
Like most of the cities’ other black residents, a significant number of 
black queers had moved to New York and Chicago as part of the Great 
Migration, seeking industrial and service-oriented jobs, including work 
in local black and tans, as well as a greater sense of freedom. But for black 
homosexuals, Chicago and New York offered more than the promise of  
racial equality and decreased poverty. The relative anonymity afforded 
by the cities’ rapidly expanding black populations provided black women 
and men with an opportunity to engage in unsupervised and often un-
remarked homosexual relations with each other. Even before the Great 
Migration, black lesbians and fairies had begun to associate northern  
cities with increased sexual freedom and tolerance. According to Fer-
dinand “Jelly Roll” Morton, blues pianist Tony Jackson “happened to 
be one of those gentlemens [sic] that a lot of people call them lady or 
sissy . . . and that was the cause of him going to Chicago [from New Or-
leans] about 1906. He liked the freedom there”—a freedom that included  
the ease of meeting others who shared his sexual and social interests.41

During the Great Migration, this same desire for freedom motivated 
the journeys of many similar black men and women to Chicago and 
New York. By the late 1910s, the population of black fairies and lesbians 
in both cities was ample enough to merit regular mention in the news 
and gossip columns of the black press, and the association between ho-
mosexuality and black-and-tan cabarets was already well established 
among local residents. Just as white homosexuals had carved out a pub-
lic space for themselves in the tearooms and cabarets of Towertown, 
Times Square, and Greenwich Village, black queers exploited the social 
and sexual possibilities of similar spaces in Bronzeville and Harlem. As 
centers of other nonnormative sexual practices, including cross-racial 
sexuality and prostitution, black and tans easily accommodated same-
sex sexual desire. As early as 1916, at “certain cafés patronized by both 
negroes and whites,” one Chicago physician reported observing “negro 
perverts” soliciting white men, and only a decade later, the presence of 
black lesbians and fairies became so common in Harlem and Bronzeville 
that slummers began to encounter them even in the districts’ more 
high-toned cabarets. When the director of Chicago’s JPA, Jessie Binford, 
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visited the popular Plantation Café in the autumn of 1926, she spotted 
“groups of negro men . . . who dress as women and with whom groups 
of white boys associate,” while in Harlem, a columnist for the New York 
Evening Graphic reported that “two mannish faced, heavy jawed gals . . .  
remained absorbed in each other, holding hands in lover fashion,” 
when he visited Tillie’s, a popular local restaurant and cabaret. By the 
early 1930s, when black observers avowed that “sissies in drag [held up] 
the corners” of Harlem and “lady-lovers cluster[ed] along the curb,” it 
was hardly surprising that one particularly brazen local resort called it-
self simply the Sissy Club.42

Into this robust atmosphere of black queer amusements the slum-
ming trade quickly moved, hoping to skirt the post-Prohibition regula-
tions that had halted the proceedings of the pansy and lesbian craze in 
the white entertainment districts of Chicago and New York. This virtual 
segregation of the slumming vogue at the very height of its popular-
ity created a situation rife for social and financial exploitation that ex-
tended well beyond the cities’ queer communities. In the midst of the 
Great Depression, this development bolstered the waning black night-
life of New York and Chicago while providing local entrepreneurs with 
a means to lure affluent white pleasure seekers back to the cities’ black 
neighborhoods. Sensing an opportunity for profit, the districts’ nightlife 
impresarios soon created a distinctively black version of the pansy and 
lesbian craze that simultaneously indulged slummers’ latest fascination 
with homosexuality and reinvigorated the Negro vogue. Whether in 
spectacular new black and tans that featured black queer entertainers or 
in more explicitly sexualized venues where live performances of queer 
sex acts became part of the draw, the pansy and lesbian craze fueled a 
new run on Harlem and Bronzeville by thousands of jaded white hetero-
sexual thrill seekers who longed for the latest in urban adventure.

Having grown tired of the plantation décor and near-minstrel perfor-
mances of popular black and tans, such as Harlem’s Cotton Club and 
Bronzeville’s Sunset Café, by the late 1920s, well-to-do whites expressed 
an increasing desire for more “authentic” black nightlife—by which 
they usually meant more informal and explicitly sexualized entertain-
ment that drew on stereotypes of black primitivism and sensuality. This 
thrill seeking was reflected in popular fiction. “I want to see the other 
Harlem,” June Westbrook, the semi-autobiographical character of Blair 
Niles’s 1931 novel Strange Brother, told a white male acquaintance at 
the fictional Magnolia Club, a cabaret much like Harlem’s Cotton Club. 
“I’ve never been anywhere but these regulation places, fixed up for 
white people. Let’s explore!” In John Dos Passos’s The Big Money (1936), 
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a novel filled with actual New York locations and overly symbolic char-
acter names, Pat Doolittle asked her date, Dick Savage, to leave Small’s 
Paradise and “take me some place low.” In both novels, the seemingly 
real Harlem turned out to be the world of queer-oriented basement 
speakeasies. In Strange Brother, June’s new friend took her to the Lobster 
Pot (a fictionalized representation of the Clam House), where she was 
surrounded by lesbians and pansies, many of them white, listening to a 
large, mannish black singer named Sybil (a character styled after Gladys 
Bentley). In The Big Money, Dick escorted Pat to an unnamed, all-black 
dive where she was soon “dancing with a pale pretty mulatto girl in a 
yellow dress” while Dick cozied up with “a softhanded brown boy,” who 
called himself “Gloria Swanson.”43

These commercially successful novels confirmed the growing queer 
reputation of black nightlife in 1930s Harlem and Bronzeville, encour-
aging readers to venture out to similar spaces. And venture out they 
did—first to short-lived basement clubs, and by 1934 to elaborately dec-
orated, queer-oriented black and tans that rivaled the best cabarets of 
Towertown and Times Square. Given their location off the beaten path, 
the earlier basement speakeasies had the advantage of being able to of-
fer more ribald entertainments and to operate well beyond the cities’ 
appointed closing hours. When the Sepia Gloria Swanson launched his 
career in Bronzeville’s after-hours resorts, for instance, he literally enter-
tained all night, entrancing patrons with a “whiskey voice,” “his every 
gesture and mannerism more feminine than those of any female, his cor-
sets pushing his plumpness into a swelling and well-modeled bosom.” 
African American jazz guitarist Danny Barker recalled that Swanson  
kept the slummers so enthralled that they left “stumbling up the stairs 
in the morning, when the sun would hurt their eyes.” Even the colorful 
performances of the “plump, jolly and bawdy” Swanson fell short of the 
ribaldry on display at Harlem’s short-lived Jitter Bug Club, located in the 
basement of a private house on West 138th Street. With its “claim to 
fame . . . vested in its parade of she-men and a chap who could do tricky 
things with an alleged piano,” according to the New York Amsterdam News,  
this resort soon became “a popular night-easy for jaded men and women 
who wanted to see something different”—something so different, in fact,  
that it prompted one of the few black cops on the Harlem beat to under-
take a one-man “Carrie Nation”–type mission to shut the place down.44

By the mid-1930s, the pansy and lesbian craze was so pervasive in 
Harlem and Bronzeville that even the most timid white heterosexual 
amusement seekers could comfortably experience this popular slum-
ming vogue. When the Ubangi Club, a venue named to emphasize the 
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purportedly inherent primitivism of American blacks, opened in the 
spring of 1934 on the former premises of the once-popular Connie’s 
Inn, “Broadway’s kings and queens” and an assortment of other white 
slummers received a queer version of the same white-glove treatment to 
which they had become accustomed at such upscale nightspots as the 
Cotton Club (whose management was said to have a hand in the opera-
tion of this latest Seventh Avenue rival). Featuring “a chorus of singing,  
dancing, be-ribboned and be-rouged ‘pansies,’ and Gladys Bentley [fig-
ure 25], who dressed in male evening attire, sang and accompanied  

25      Lesbian entertainer and “male impersonator” Gladys Bentley appears in her trademark top 
hat and tuxedo in this promotional photograph. (Reprinted with permission from the col-
lection of the Prints and Photographs Department, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, 
Howard University.)
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herself on the piano,” the Ubangi Club was the latest in a long trend 
of black nightspots designed specifically for white patronage. In 
Bronzeville, the Cabin Inn and the Annex Buffet shared similar prestige, 
usually headlined by the Sepia Mae West or Valda Gray and drawing 
large crowds, which the Chicago Defender reported, “appeared to be com-
fortable . . . and . . . enjoying themselves.”45

These cabarets became such an integral part of upscale black nightlife 
that, following the tradition of earlier Bronzeville entertainers, includ-
ing Louis Armstrong and Jimmie Noone, Dick Barrow (who performed 
as the Sepia Mae West) recorded what amounted to a promotional num-
ber for the Cabin Inn. Backed by Dott Scott’s Rhythm Band, Barrow’s 
Decca recording of “Down at the Cabin Inn” gave listeners a sample of 
what they could expect at Bronzeville’s “oddest night club”:

There’s Jimmy singing his jazzy jazz;

Impersonators do the rest.

You buy whiskey any blend.

You don’t need much dough to spend.

There’s the best of class and brand new friends

Down at the Cabin Inn. 

By the summer of 1935, local jazz aficionados in New York could even 
tune in Gladys Bentley’s Ubangi Club proceedings in nightly broadcasts 
on WMCA, until “that buxum [sic] lass singing there” became too much 
for the local station and the show was picked up by CBS for a short-lived 
national broadcast in February 1936.46

For those slummers who preferred more intimate settings, however, 
the buffet flats and upscale apartment-clubs of Harlem and Bronzeville 
recast the pansy and lesbian craze within the context of the private resi-
dence, accompanied by all the amenities such venues implied. Some, 
like the dapper Clinton Moore’s “dimly lit” Harlem flat, acquired an 
international reputation for “cater[ing] to an epicene coterie.” Accord-
ing to Vanity Fair editor Helen Lawrenson, who was often assigned the 
task of escorting Condé Nast’s European visitors around Harlem, the 
“titled male Britons flew there like homing pigeons almost the mo-
ment they hit New York.” With a guest list that included Cole Porter, 
Cary Grant, Helen Morgan, Harry Richman, Gloria Morgan Vanderbilt,  
Mademoiselle Cartier, and at least one governor of Tennessee, Moore’s 
became one of Harlem’s most exclusive attractions during the 1930s.  
A former cabaret proprietor turned queer man-about-town, Moore knew 
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exactly how to entertain his patrons and provided them with bawdy 
amusements that included a “young black entertainer named Joey, who 
played piano and sang but whose spécialité was to remove his clothes 
and extinguish a lighted candle by sitting on it until it disappeared.” 
At Moore’s and at other such private apartment-clubs in Harlem and 
Bronzeville, the homosexual spectacle was not limited to staged per-
formances; slummers could also participate if they wished. During the 
early 1930s, for instance, Bronzeville spiritualist Madame Block opened 
her huge, three-story house at the corner of 55th Street and Drexel Bou-
levard every weekend to a swarm of black and white men. For a $2 cover 
charge, one of her gay white patrons recalled, one could “stay all night 
and drink all you wanted,” having sex with newfound acquaintances in 
one or several of the house’s many rooms.47

White heterosexual slummers also continued to beat a path to the sex 
circuses and freak shows that were staged in the buffet flats of Harlem 
and Bronzeville. Such live sexual entertainment had long been popular 
with white men as a prelude to sexual encounters with the performers, 
but during the pansy and lesbian craze, these performances began to 
attract substantial numbers of affluent white female spectators even as 
they took on a queerer cast. At one popular Harlem flat which featured 
a performance that “Sappho in her most daring moments never imag-
ined,” one New York tabloid reported that the sound of “high laughter, 
strangled ere it completes its hysterical peal, reveal[ed] the presence of 
women” slummers, who seemed simultaneously horrified and aroused 
by the spectacle they observed: “Little yellow girls, little black girls, little 
white girls . . . all writhing together on the dark blue velvet carpet under 
the white glare of the spot light.” During the 1930s, homosexual per-
formances by black men increasingly supplemented these lesbian spec-
tacles. At Hazel Valentine’s “Daisy Chain” on 140th Street in Harlem, “an 
enormous transvestite” was an integral part of the evening’s entertain-
ment. And such spectacles were not limited to buffet flats; cabaret pro-
prietors and performers sometimes offered to stage similar shows on the 
premises of their nightspots after closing. In New York, an investigator 
for the Committee of Fourteen reported that Johnny Carr, the black pro-
prietor of the Lenox Avenue Club, offered to “give a ‘circus’ with either 
white or colored participants or both in which pervert practices would 
be offered.” In Bronzeville, the Cabin Inn’s female impersonators were, 
according to one observer, “notorious varietarists [sic]. . . . continually on 
the make for trade,” and were willing to arrange sexual performances on 
occasion for a “select few.”48
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With such an abundance of queer attractions, Harlem and Bronzeville 
entrepreneurs continued to draw large crowds of affluent white slummers 
throughout the 1930s. At a time when Americans were just beginning 
to think of themselves as heterosexual or homosexual, such spectacles 
offered white pleasure seekers yet another opportunity to affirm both 
their newly defined heterosexuality and their increasingly privileged 
status as white. At a Bronzeville cabaret featuring a “huge mulatto” drag 
entertainer accompanied by a chorus of “sexual indeterminants,” Uni-
versity of Chicago graduate student Conrad Bentzen reported observing 
precisely this dynamic. Contrasting themselves with a “very noisy and 
quite animated” group of young “homos” in the club’s audience, several 
white couples established themselves as heterosexuals simply by sitting 
“dour and unresponsive, watching the proceedings with morbid inter-
est.” Others reinforced the distinction between themselves and club’s 
queer patrons and performers by “watch[ing] and ridicul[ing] the ho-
mos.” “They talk to them and ask them where their girls are meaning 
other homos,” Bentzen noted, “which all seems quite agreeable to these 
peculiar people.”49

The Persistence of Mannish Women and Fairies in Harlem  
and Bronzeville

The relocation of lesbian- and pansy-inspired slumming to the black 
neighborhoods of Chicago and New York was complicated by the differ-
ent attitudes blacks maintained toward sexual identity and activity. In 
Bronzeville and Harlem cabarets, drag balls, and other queer venues, the 
diversity of social and sexual interactions on display demonstrated that 
the hetero/homo sexual distinctions taking hold among whites in the 
early 1930s were hardly universal. Like their white counterparts, many 
middle-class blacks shunned the highly gendered performances of the 
mannish woman and the fairy—or, the “bulldagger” and the “faggot,” 
as these two types were more commonly known in black urban cul-
ture—by refashioning themselves as normatively gendered homosexu-
als, whose conservative comportment and public discretion won them 
a level of respect and toleration among their heterosexual peers. But 
among the working-class blacks of Harlem and Bronzeville, the earlier 
sexual framework of marginalized fairies and mannish women contin-
ued to predominate, as was easily seen when such women and men in-
teracted with prospective sexual partners on the streets and in the queer 
resorts of the cities’ black entertainment districts.50
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Under the gendered framework of sexual norms still in place in black 
working-class culture, faggots and bulldaggers felt free to solicit any 
“normal” man or woman who caught their fancy at local drag balls—
and they frequently discovered that their solicitations were welcomed. 
“Open, and often encouraged, flirtations were carried on; telephone 
numbers were passed; and broad shouldered bodies which would grace 
any football player or truck driver were rubbed suggestively against 
any man who happened to be standing near,” one account of Harlem’s 
famed Hamilton Lodge ball noted in 1932. “In the same way,” and ap-
parently meeting with similar success, the New York Amsterdam News 
reported, “scores of masculine-looking women sought to touch the few 
unattached feminine spectators.” No doubt many such interactions ter-
minated at the level of mere flirtation, but others almost certainly led to 
more intimate sexual activities.51

Black working-class men, in particular, appear to have moved quite 
freely between female and male sexual companions, usually relying on 
the feminine gender performance and mannerisms of their partners to 
secure their own masculinity and status as “normal” men. For this rea-
son, the black female impersonators who competed at drag balls or en-
tertained in local cabarets became favorites among black men seeking 
same-sex encounters. Chicago drag entertainer Nancy Kelly (née Lorenzo  
Banyard) remembered that the first drag queen he ever saw—Joanne, 
a performer at the Cabin Inn—was quite popular with the black men 
who gathered at the corner of 31st and State streets. Although the men 
laughed at Joanne as she stood “on the corner with her hand on her hip, 
her hair drawn to the back into the ponytail like,” Kelly later recalled, 
“they wasn’t botherin’ her or nothin’. . . . They’d do her, you know.”52

Black newspapers and blues recordings of the era reinforced this gen-
der dynamic by suggesting that faggots presented a socially acceptable 
alternative to women who did not treat their men right. When one 
“‘hard-to-vamp’ man” said he was “thru [sic] with deceitful women,” 
a gossip columnist for Harlem’s Inter-State Tattler casually remarked, 
“Guess he’ll be a prosperous star at the next Faggots Ball.” Notably, the 
writer directed contempt not at the man in question or even his pro-
spective pansy partners but at the woman on “138th St. [who] seems 
to be the cause of it all.” The lyrics of “Sissy Blues” and a number of 
other queer-oriented black recordings conveyed a similar sentiment, 
warning black women that if they failed to make their men feel manly, 
a feminine man would. “Now all the people ask me why I’m all alone,” 
Gertrude “Ma” Rainey declared in her rendition of the popular song, 
proclaiming, “a sissy shook that thing and took my man from home.”53
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Rather than embracing a notion of sexual normalcy that privileged 
heterosexual object choice, many working-class blacks continued to be-
lieve that sexual normalcy and “deviance” were defined primarily by 
gender performance. In fact, most of the harassment of black faggots 
focused on their feminine mannerisms and public comportment, rather 
than on any particular sexual activities they may or may not have en-
gaged in. This focus on gender performance provided a highly visible 
contrast for Depression-era black masculinity. At a time when many 
black men had lost their jobs, one of the few ways they could still secure 
their status was by ridiculing the displays of feminine males, which they 
cast as “deviant.” Thus, black men greeted sissies with derisive comments 
and catcalls on the streets and dance floors of Harlem and Bronzeville. 
When the “truck,” a swing dance of the 1930s, reached the height of its 
popularity, black men even developed a variation known as the “fairy 
truck,” in which they adopted “very effeminate” gestures to mock the 
black and white faggots who patronized local cabarets.54

Although such gender dynamics continued to create opportunities 
for masculine black men to pursue same-sex relations without neces-
sarily being labeled queer, during the Depression, these same dynam-
ics increasingly foreclosed similar options for black women. Black men, 
deprived by economic circumstances of the means to support their 
families, perceived the increasing boldness and visibility of mannish  
women in Harlem and Bronzeville as a direct threat to their manhood. 
These bulldaggers presumably had the power to undermine black men’s 
strongest remaining claims to masculinity—their sexual prowess and 
ability to pleasure women. As a result, while black popular culture por-
trayed faggots as abnormal but relatively harmless buffoons, it gener-
ally presented mannish women as dangerous interlopers. In George 
Hannah’s blues recording, “The Boy in the Boat,” he warned black men 
that mannish women like “Tack Ann / took many a broad from many a 
man.” New York Age columnist Marcus Wright laid out the lesbian peril 
in even more personalized terms. “Seventh avenue is still as popular as 
ever with the sophisticated ladies and their boyish bobs,” he reported in 
May 1934, “and women strolling down the avenue [are] serving death 
warrants on all women lovers . . . . The fellows had better keep their eyes 
open and watch their women. If you don’t, you might lose Susie.”55

The persistence of gendered sexual norms among working-class blacks 
demonstrates that the transition from marginalized fairies and mannish 
women to a cultural dyad privileging heterosexual object choice was by 
no means a natural or certain progression—especially when the con-
struction of sexual identities and desires intersected with ideologies of 
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race. Surprisingly, however, a number of black working-class bulldaggers 
and faggots also exploited the intermediary space created by the pansy 
and lesbian craze of Harlem and Bronzeville to coax middle-class whites 
away from the increasingly hegemonic hetero/homo sexual classifica-
tion. Invoking eroticized notions of racial difference, they created situ-
ations in which otherwise heterosexual white women and men could 
once again indulge in same-sex relations without calling their sexual 
normalcy into question.56

Most black working-class men recognized that the adoption of the 
faggot’s feminine persona or women’s clothing was the surest way to 
get a “normal” black man to consent to have sex. But when it came 
to attracting white middle-class heterosexual partners, who were seem-
ingly uninfluenced by the gender play of the earlier sexual regime, black 
working-class men had to resort to other tactics. Rather than play up 
their femininity, they emphasized their racial difference, attempting 
to offset white heterosexual men’s anxieties about same-sex encoun-
ters by reinforcing the white men’s sense of sexual normalcy via subtle 
invocations of white male supremacy. A black pansy named Norman 
employed just such a strategy when soliciting an undercover white anti-
vice investigator at the corner of 31st and State streets in Chicago, the 
very heart of Bronzeville’s black-and-tan district. According to the in-
vestigator, after Norman learned that the “girl that I had a date with” 
had failed to show, he “asked if I am particular, who I am getting my 
satisfaction [from], and remarked WOULDN’T A BOY DO? . . . I have 2 
others besides myself, and we’ll entertain you better than any women 
would.” Fairies had long used similar lines to convince “normal” men 
to have sex with them, but the fact that Norman was black and the in-
vestigator was white gave his words a particular spin. One of Norman’s 
male companions added that “a lot of white fellows come to [our] apart-
ment for ‘pleasure.’” These black men thus played both explicitly and 
implicitly on their racial difference, suggesting that they could take the 
woman’s place in the proposed sexual encounter, thereby rendering it 
normal for the white investigator, while implying that the encounter 
would enhance the investigator’s status as a sexually dominant white 
man, by confirming his ability to procure the sexual services of a black  
“boy.”57

Like the black working-class faggots who solicited white hetero-
sexual partners, black lesbians sometimes played up their racial differ-
ence to establish sexual relationships with otherwise heterosexual white 
women. Black working-class bulldaggers engaged in highly gendered, 
cross-racial relationships in which their blackness was equated with  
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masculinity and their “mannish” behavior reinforced the normative 
sexual and gender roles of their more feminine white partners. Most 
often this meant assuming a dominant role in sex with a more passive 
womanly partner, but the exact parameters of sexual activity varied from 
couple to couple. For Marian J., a black, middle-aged cabaret singer, a typ-
ical encounter entailed performing oral sex on a passive but passionate 
white woman. Professional comedian and male impersonator Myrtle K. 
adopted an even more aggressive role. Expressing a decided “attract[ion] 
. . . to white women,” she reported that she usually lay on top of her 
partners, penetrating the compliant women with her clitoris—a practice 
that Marian also claimed to have performed at a younger age, until she 
“grew heavier [and] decided that [she] should develop a less hazardous  
technique.”58

Emphasizing racial difference over same-sex sexual desire, black bull-
daggers such as Marian and Myrtle embraced male sexual roles that 
reframed their white partners’ sexual experiences in terms implying, 
rather than disrupting, heterosexuality. On its face, this move appeared 
to confirm the speculations of social reformers who blamed the pres-
ence of similar cross-racial relations in women’s prisons and reformato-
ries on black lesbians’ masculine aggression toward otherwise “normal” 
white women. But the experiences of Harlem and Bronzeville lesbians 
like Marian, who reported receiving propositions from married women 
who attended her cabaret performances, proved that female slummers 
were hardly the victims of manipulative bulldaggers. Nevertheless, the 
gendered dynamics of sex often remained central to the sexual identities 
and practices of women who sought out lesbian encounters across the 
color line. “While a woman is going down on me,” Myrtle K. remarked, 
“I visualize myself as a man and I talk as if I was a man. I say, ‘Ain’t that 
a good dick? O baby, ain’t that good.’” Her impersonation was so effec-
tive, according to Myrtle, that “some women think I have an emission, 
but I don’t think so.”59

“Solid Colored Citizens” Respond to the Pansy and Lesbian Craze

While the cross-racial encounters of bulldaggers and faggots embodied 
some of the most explicit sexual interactions between local blacks and 
white slummers, the response of Harlem and Bronzeville residents to the 
districts’ pansy and lesbian entertainments was quite varied. Members 
of the local community who frequented these venues ran the gamut of 
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black culture from working class to high society. Among the perennially 
popular events were the drag balls, at which the line between observers  
and participants was often difficult to discern. By the late 1920s, black busi-
nessmen, doctors, artists, prostitutes, socialites, and secretaries crowded  
into the annual Hamilton Lodge balls by the thousands to watch, as one 
Harlem newspaper headline put it, the “Feministic Males Turn Out in 
Gorgeous Costumes.” Several “colored people with their families brought 
their suppers and ate” at the drags, one participant recalled, while the  
more well-to-do settled into private boxes to watch the festivities in rela-
tive luxury.60

While the distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality 
had initially been drawn in the all-white venues of de facto Jim Crow 
entertainments in the Village, Towertown, and Times Square, at Harlem  
and Bronzeville drag balls, spatial segregation conformed to lines of 
sexuality more than of race. Outside the dance halls, black and white 
heterosexual spectators lined the sidewalks, “joking at the arrival of each 
newcomer in costume,” while, inside, the physical structure of the build-
ings created visible boundaries between these two sexual factions. At 
Harlem’s Rockland Palace and at Chicago’s Coliseum Annex, where the 
cities’ largest annual masquerades were held, the layout of the auditori-
ums made the distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality 
uniquely visible, displaying the former above the latter in a two-tiered 
exhibition. At Harlem’s famed Hamilton Lodge Ball, middle-class het-
erosexual slummers and society folk crowded into the boxes of Rockland 
Palace to “look down from above at the queerly assorted throng on the 
dancing floor, males in flowing gowns and feathered headdresses and fe-
males in tuxedoes and box-back suits.” As George Chauncey has noted, 
such arrangements even allowed for a momentary mediation of racial 
difference through sexual hierarchy, as black and white heterosexuals 
united spatially—if not always socially—to contrast their shared sense of 
sexual normalcy and respectability with the homosexual antics on the 
dance floor below. The extent to which the balls’ heterosexual observers 
used the spatial configuration of the dance halls to distance themselves 
from the queer spectacle they had come to see was made especially clear 
to one young white man when he ventured to join the cheering crowds 
in the balcony. “Assuming that they too were open to racial [sic] and 
variant sexual behavior,” he later recalled, “I guilelessly went up there 
and soon discovered how wrong I was! These were Romans come to the 
Coliseum to see the spectacle, but keeping a wall well between them-
selves and the arena.”61
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Nevertheless, some blacks in attendance experimented with the thrill 
of crossing the line between observer and participant. According to the 
black-owned New York Amsterdam News, some ostensibly heterosexual 
blacks at the Hamilton Lodge ball “joined in the unorthodox orgies,” 
interacting with the “impersonators” as they “started making promis-
cuous ‘passes.’” More than a few black spectators appeared to revel in 
the gender play that permeated these events. While generally dismis-
sive of the balls’ “girls,” some black male spectators complimented the 
drags’ femininely costumed participants on “‘her’ beautiful calves, ‘her’ 
shapely hips, ‘her’ well proportioned breasts, [or] ‘her’ sensuous lips.” 
Still others enjoyed creating a little gender confusion of their own. One 
of the daughters of Fred R. Moore, the conservative black publisher of 
the New York Age, recalled that when she and her sister attended the 
“faggots’ ball,” they “always had short haircuts.” “We’d go in our se-
quin dresses, and you couldn’t tell the men from the women,” she later 
remarked. “They were dancing and having a good time, and they would 
come up to us. We’d say, ‘We’re women, no, no.’ . . . [but] they didn’t 
know whether we were the real thing or not.”62

For those who preferred to watch rather than participate in such 
queer interactions, there were always the local black and tans which, like 
the famed drag balls of Harlem and Bronzeville, attracted a wide cross- 
section of the districts’ black residents and tourists. When the Sepia Mae 
West took to the garden stage of Bronzeville’s Annex Buffet in the late 
summer of 1934, the Chicago Defender reported, “The house was packed 
to capacity” with the best of black society. The crowd included com-
poser William C. Handy and “the world’s greatest fighter,” Jack Johnson,  
as well as a host of “other well known celebrities and visitors from all 
points of the United States.” Some upper-crust Harlemites became so 
enchanted by this popular slumming craze that one local gossip col-
umnist overheard members of a prominent black social club discussing 
the “relative . . . merits of the well known female impersonators,” with 
one group favoring the Hot Tamale “Daisy Navarro,” “while the other 
side was loud in voicing the praises of ‘Gloria Swanson.’” But the public 
fascination with pansies and lesbians was hardly limited to elite blacks. 
Although the most famous and lavish queer black and tans remained far 
too expensive for most working-class blacks in the midst of the Depres-
sion, a number of smaller Harlem and Bronzeville cabarets managed to 
provide more economical versions of such entertainment. At Harlem’s 
Log Cabin, located in the midst of Jungle Alley on West 133rd Street,  
a “whiskey-voiced blues singer and a chap of indifferent sex” entertained 
an audience of local workers, while at Rocco’s Grill on Lenox Avenue, 
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black working-class toughs mingled with “Magdalenes of the downtown 
area and men with a dash of lavender.”63

During the mid-1930s, one of Harlem’s hottest queer-oriented cab-
arets—the 101 Ranch, located at 101 West 139th Street—appeared to 
make room for all types of patrons, albeit on seemingly separate nights. 
“On Friday nights the Coal Bin’s dicties jam the club,” local columnist 
Roi Ottley reported, “Saturday the rug-cutters romp to their hearts’ con-
tent, and on Sunday nights the ofays find their way to this sin spot 
for frolicking.” That is, Harlem’s high-class snobs, rabble-rousers, and 
slumming whites were each said to arrive on separate nights to witness 
the “clever performances, spritely humor, infectious gaiety, and. . . . 
dazzling gowns” of “Clarenz” (née Clarence Henderson), the black and 
tan’s popular black mistress of ceremonies. For nearly two years, this 
young former Chicagoan ruled the roost at Harlem’s 101 Ranch, ris-
ing from local favorite to the “Toast of the Night Flight” and rivaling 
Gladys Bentley and the Sepia Gloria Swanson for popularity among the 
district’s many pleasure seekers. “In ‘drag,’ it was next to impossible to 
detect that Clarenz was a man,” one reporter for the New York Amster-
dam News recalled. “One gown in particular, of sophisticated black vel-
vet, hugged his svelte figure like a glove, revealing unsuspected curves.” 
In the midst of Harlem’s pansy and lesbian craze, however, Clarenz’s 
queer male identity was hardly a secret. Rather, it was a highly market-
able and profitable asset.64

Not all residents of Harlem and Bronzeville welcomed the growing 
popularity of the pansy and lesbian craze in their neighborhoods. By 
1930, the Hamilton Lodge ball had become so popular that the founder 
and pastor of Harlem’s Refuge Church of Christ decided to address the 
phenomenon directly. After attending the ball with two parishioners, 
Bishop R. C. Lawson offered a sermon titled “The ‘Faggots’ Ball, and 
What It Means in the Light of the Scriptures.” Publicizing the sermon 
with posters and an advertisement in the New York Age, he drew an over-
flowing crowd to hear him preach about both the alleged sinfulness of 
homosexuality and the need to “save” the men and women who suc-
cumbed to this sin. But halfway through his address, Lawson’s focus 
shifted from the ball’s queer participants toward his own supposedly 
pious and heterosexual congregants. “As this is becoming a fad and is 
wide-spread,” Lawson admonished his parishioners, “I think it high time 
for the ministry of our city to raise their voice against this iniquitous 
traffic in degeneracy.” In Lawson’s view, the moral issue posed by the 
Hamilton Lodge ball was not simply that “five hundred men cavorted, 
squirmed and wiggled around with each other,” but that “hundreds of 
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other people look[ed] down from balcony and side lines, while they held 
their high carnival of sin, unabashed, yea, brazenly, drinking and flirt-
ing, blaspheming and making mock of themselves and God.” The spec-
tators, the bishop noted, were just as guilty as the participants, both for 
promoting an event that “out-Sodoms Sodom” and for risking their own 
salvation merely for the sake of “a new diversion.” If godly people con-
tinued to flock to such entertainments, Lawson warned, they were likely 
to find themselves pressured to “indulge in these abnormalities in the 
spirit of bravado, simply because they do not wish to appear green.”65

Other criticisms of the latest slumming craze centered on the rela-
tionship between race and profit. Rightly noting that whites not only 
patronized but also owned a number of the districts’ more popular 
queer-oriented resorts, some blacks accused these outsiders of pervert-
ing black urban space for their own capital gain. “Owned and controlled 
by white racketeers for the patronage of slumming whites and petty 
gangsters,” Harlem’s most spectacular sex circuses were the subject of 
particular opprobrium among local residents. These businesses offended 
“the solid colored citizens who are forced to live near the joints,” one 
New York tabloid reported, and “dr[e]w nothing but contempt from the  
Negroes who make a living in them.” Even the upscale Ubangi Club elic-
ited the wrath of some Harlem residents, who assailed the nightspot’s 
black performers along with its white owners and management. One 
particularly aggrieved local columnist described the popular cabaret as 
a “canker” growing on New York’s black community, “produced and 
fostered by and for low-minded white[s] and performed by cheap, grasp-
ing Moses”—a description that equated black queer performers with the 
“Mose” character common in minstrel shows. The writer further impli-
cated municipal authorities in the promotion of Harlem’s pansy and les-
bian craze, noting that the intensified regulation of white entertainment 
districts encouraged the segregation of queer amusements to the city’s 
preeminent black neighborhood. Although Gladys Bentley’s act at the 
King’s Terrace in midtown Manhattan had been “raided in short order 
when commissioner John F. O’Ryan took charge,” the columnist noted, 
less than two months later, both she and her “effeminate retinue” were 
permitted to headline Harlem’s Ubangi Club “under the very eyes of the 
local police.”66

A number of black commentators attributed the very presence of 
homosexuality in Harlem and Bronzeville to the frequent slumming of 
white bohemians. Drawing on a stereotype of bohemianism that blurred 
the boundaries between bohemian and queer, they chastised black women 
and men for socializing with disreputable Nordics. “Here is a group of 
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mortals,” Terence E. Williams wrote in the Pittsburgh Courier, “who seem 
to be different in more ways than one, than all the rest of the people 
in New York—in the world. They dress differently, act differently, and 
really are—well ‘queer’ is the word, it seems.” Other commentators, re-
ferring to firsthand observations of the substantial numbers of gay men 
and lesbians who cavorted in black nightspots, were more explicit about 
the white homosexual threat. The criticism surrounding Harlem soci-
ety’s April 1927 benefit ball for the all-black Fort Valley Industrial School  
was especially direct. Writing in Baltimore’s Afro-American, Harry B. 
Webber reported, “Objection to the party came from two sources, first, 
that 60 per cent of the attendance was white and some of them habitués 
of Bohemian Greenwich Village, and second, that a group of abnormal 
men came dressed in women’s garb.” On another occasion, the Chicago 
Whip adamantly suggested that “the black people of New York should 
politely hang the unwelcome sign,” directing white slummers “back to 
Greenwich Village where the New York neurotics revel.”67

Such assessments inverted traditional white narratives of the origins 
of illicit urban sex districts. While white reformers contended that black 
neighborhoods were factories of prostitution and other forms of sexual 
“deviance,” black critics insisted that it was whites who brought such 
unwelcome practices into their neighborhoods. Far from expressing sup-
posedly innate sexual urges, these observers argued, urban blacks were 
merely copying the behavior of the white pleasure seekers who gam-
boled in their midst. Homosexuality, like prostitution and bohemian 
free love, was seen as a white cultural import, now embraced by mem-
bers of the black elite as well as the working class. “With the abolition 
of the red light districts, one would have supposed that the underworld 
would adopt the manners of Society,” African American writer George 
S. Schuyler remarked in 1929, “but it’s been the other way around. Our 
‘best people’ too often have descended from the seemly to the seamy.” 
With “modesty, simplicity and dignity . . . quite on the wane,” he sug-
gested, maybe this was simply a sign of the times. “When smart [white] 
society is a curious mixture of refinement and bawdiness, crudity and 
culture, Bulls and Faggots, gentlemen and gangsters, the upper and 
netherworlds,” Schuyler asked, “should we expect too much from their 
apt pupils, the Negroes?”68

The association of white slumming parties with social and sexual dis-
repute became so pervasive among urban blacks that one Harlem newspa-
per suggested that a visit to the district’s popular queer-oriented cabarets 
offered blacks a chance to engage in a little “reverse slumming.” The “frol-
icking” of white pleasure seekers was often “crude, coarse and boring,”  
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the New York Amsterdam News acknowledged, but “Dickie Wells’ base-
ment speak is the spot to visit if you desire to see the ofay go native.” 
As slummers gathered at Wells’ Theatrical Grill to hear the Sepia Gloria 
Swanson belt out his bawdy tunes, their unruly behavior provided local 
black residents with a means to challenge whites’ presumptions of social 
and moral superiority by comporting themselves with greater dignity 
and social reserve.69

Because such cabarets attracted a sizable homosexual following, they 
afforded blacks and whites with an opportunity to establish a sense of 
common ground as heterosexuals in opposition to the public flamboy-
ance of queer entertainers, such as the Sepia Gloria Swanson, and the 
many pansy and lesbian fans of this type of entertainment. This interra-
cial contrast between heterosexuality and homosexuality reinforced the 
shift away from the earlier gendered system of marginalized fairies and 
mannish women and also helped to naturalize cross-racial heterosexual 
relations by rendering them less deviant in comparison with homosex-
uality. During the mid-1930s, African American journalist Frank Mar-
shall Davis recalled that he spent many evenings with his white mistress  
“at the little [Bronzeville] cabarets between 22nd and 35th, particularly 
a cozy spot featuring . . . a female impersonator who called himself ‘The 
Sepia Mae West.’” It was no accident that Davis found this particular 
cabaret so cozy, because here the “unquestionably spectacular” perfor-
mance of Dick Barrow as a “transvestite king-size version of the movie 
queen” detracted attention from the racial differences among the night-
spot’s heterosexual patrons. Barrow and his homosexual fans became 
the foil against which the norm of heterosexuality was secured, even 
when it dared to cross the color line.70

“We carry on till de-mented”: Race, Queer Community–Building, 
and Slumming in the Nightlife of Harlem and Bronzeville

The same Harlem and Bronzeville venues that provided cover for cross-
racial heterosexual pairings also afforded opportunities for cross-racial 
interactions among lesbians and gay men. Indeed, whatever limited de-
gree of interracial collegiality emerged in the homosexual worlds of New 
York and Chicago during the 1920s and 1930s was primarily a prod-
uct of the social and sexual interactions that took shape in black urban 
spaces. The popular masquerade balls of Harlem and Bronzeville and a 
significant number of the districts’ clandestine buffet flats and smaller 
black and tans served as places where lesbians and gay men could freely 
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cross the color line to establish some broader sense of queer commu-
nity. The drag balls, in particular, provided a uniquely visible and siz-
able space where first hundreds and then thousands of black and white 
homosexuals interacted on relatively equal terms. Although the white 
queers of New York and Chicago supported a range of segregated, white-
only drag balls during the late 1920s and early 1930s, held at Madison 
Square Garden, Webster Hall near the Village, and a number of public 
dance halls on Chicago’s North Side, it was the interracial balls of Har-
lem and Chicago’s South Side that proved most popular with local les-
bians and gay men. At the annual Halloween and New Year’s Eve drags 
held at the Coliseum Annex on Chicago’s Near South Side, at Harlem’s 
annual springtime Hamilton Lodge masquerade, and at any number of 
smaller drags held in the dance halls of Harlem and Bronzeville, thou-
sands of tuxedoed lesbians and glamorous pansies in sequins and “bil-
lowing clouds of feathers” paraded across the dance floors, indifferent to 
any purported racial divide.71

Some white middle-class queers disdained such flamboyant cavorting, 
even as they admitted to having attended such balls and experiencing 
some sense of pleasure in the interracial atmosphere. “I went to a drag in 
Harlem once,” one white gay male artist recalled in the late 1930s, “but 
it made me sick. I don’t like people who are so flagrant.” Despite this 
seemingly visceral reaction, however, the young man later admitted that 
he “was fascinated by the boys in drag” whom he encountered on his 
visit uptown and, one suspects, he was a little titillated as well. Indeed,  
a number of white homosexuals remarked that interracial drags were use-
ful for arranging cross-racial sexual encounters, which were sometimes 
even consummated on site. At one of Chicago’s annual Halloween balls 
in the late 1920s, a white participant recalled, “The washroom was so 
popular all evening you couldn’t go in to do your business legitimately.” 
Entering the restroom on his very first visit to a formal drag ball, this 
young man “couldn’t believe it. . . . There was a man hanging over the 
washbasin and there was a line-up of hard-ons waiting to penetrate him. 
I never saw anything like it in my life. Of course, the blowjobs were go-
ing on,” he noted more casually, as if having expected as much. But the 
“public exhibition” of anal sex that he witnessed that night made an 
indelible impression. “Oh, my God! I didn’t think I would recover,” he 
told an interviewer some fifty years after the fact.72

For other white homosexuals, the cross-racial interactions that the 
drag balls of Harlem and Bronzeville promoted extended well beyond 
any particular evening’s sexual shenanigans. Having launched his career 
as a prize-winner at Harlem’s Hamilton Lodge ball in the late 1920s, 
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Jean Malin maintained a special affinity with the local black commu-
nity. Even at the height of New York’s pansy and lesbian craze, when 
the white Malin was the toast of midtown nightlife, he made frequent 
trips uptown to visit friends and fellow entertainers at popular black and 
tans. In fact, Malin felt so closely connected to Harlem nightlife that  
when the Inter-State Tattler began to feature drawings of popular black 
performers on its front page in early 1932, Malin sent word, the newspa-
per’s nightlife columnist reported, that “he would like his (girlish) face 
to adorn our cover in caricature.” The sense of affinity with blacks dis-
played by Malin and other white homosexuals constituted an attempt 
to identify with them based on perceived similarities in their experi-
ences living under oppression. Historian Eric Garber has argued that this 
shared “identification and feeling of kinship” may have provided “the 
beginnings of [a] homosexual ‘minority consciousness,’” a theory sup-
ported by the testimony of homophile activist W. Dorr Legg. An early 
member of the Los Angeles Mattachine Society and a founder of the 
homophile organization ONE, Inc., which began to publish the nation’s 
first gay rights–oriented monthly, ONE Magazine, in 1953, Legg claimed 
that his “Harlem experience made more of an impression on me than I 
had realized. I made new Negro friends . . . and found the earthy prag-
matism of many of them and their psychological insights delightful.” 
From these friends, he later recalled, “I was discovering what the day-by-
day effects of prejudice and minority stigmatization were like.”73

For many other white lesbians and gay men, however, the main at-
traction in Harlem and Bronzeville was the sense of escape that these 
districts offered to outsiders, especially when the white-oriented pansy 
and lesbian cabarets of New York and Chicago came under closer police 
surveillance and were routinely raided in the early 1930s. “Harlem was 
wide open,” the white female impersonator Robert Brennan recalled, 
noting that many of the clubs did not close until dawn. Taking advan-
tage of these late-night hours, white lesbians and pansies increasingly 
ventured to Harlem and Bronzeville where the cover of darkness—both 
literal and figurative—provided them with a safer place to frolic. Here 
they could flirt, socialize, and arrange sexual encounters well beyond the 
watchful eyes of family, friends, and colleagues. “Uptown we carry on 
till de-mented,” the writer Parker Tyler told a friend in 1929, suggesting 
that, although they rarely spoke of going slumming, white homosexuals 
did just that. A “young ‘phay queer,” recently arrived from Hollywood, 
confirmed as much in 1935 when he told a black newspaper columnist 
that “Harlem is the only place in which to live.” Even the usually well-
meaning and socially engaged Carl Van Vechten went to black and tans 
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in part for the cross-racial homosexual opportunities they provided. In-
deed, he was renowned for chasing black men around Harlem.74

White lesbians and gay men echoed earlier white heterosexual slum-
mers from the Negro vogue in equating blackness with primitivism, sen-
suality, and hypersexuality. Many of these slumming queers believed 
that black men and women possessed innate, almost uncontrollable 
sexual urges, and thought the atmosphere created in black jazz cabarets 
actively encouraged public sexual display. Acting upon these racist as-
sumptions, white homosexuals often engaged in much more sexually 
explicit behavior in black nightspots than they did in any white cabaret. 
This was especially true when the black nightspot in question was one 
of the more obscure buffet flats. A case in point can be found among 
Carl Van Vechten’s many slumming expeditions to Harlem. Never es-
pecially reserved, even in Harlem’s more upscale black and tans, Van 
Vechten felt particularly uninhibited when the black entertainer Louis 
Cole escorted him and a group of his white homosexual friends, includ-
ing the actor Clifton Webb, to an all-black basement speakeasy where 
they were able to “see & do some strange dancing.” Because he provided 
no further details of this occasion in his daily diary, it is difficult to 
know exactly what Van Vechten meant by this notation, but the inves-
tigative reports of the Committee of Fourteen suggest that the dancing 
was probably quite sexual in character. Visiting this same hole-in-the- 
wall less than a year earlier, the Committee’s black male investigator 
had observed two women who “were dancing with one another going 
through the motions of copulation,” as well as “two men who were danc-
ing with one another kiss[ing] each other,” while “one sucked the other’s  
tongue.”75

Even outside the buffet flats and black and tans, white lesbians and 
gay men increasingly identified black jazz culture with a sense of sexual 
permissiveness and release from social constraint. Purchasing “race rec-
ords,” such as Gertrude “Ma” Rainey’s 1928 rendition of “Prove It on  
Me Blues” or George Hannah’s 1930 “Freakish Man Blues” (both of 
which were recorded in Chicago), white homosexuals reveled in the 
sexual frankness of African American performers. Playing “a number of 
pornographic records sung by some negro entertainers,” for example, a 
group of five young, white gay men recreated the sensual atmosphere 
they might have found in Bronzeville’s black and tans within the privacy 
of a small Towertown apartment. Observed by University of Chicago 
sociology student Earle W. Bruce, these men “did not seem to get tired 
but danced on and on,” as “a homosexual theme ran through the lyr-
ics,” seemingly giving expression to their deepest desires and prompting 



CHAPTER S IX 

274

one of the group to shout out, “Come on, girls, and do your stuff!” Still 
others exploited the double entendre of African American music to con-
vey more surreptitious messages to one another under the noses of less 
knowledgeable neighbors. According to physician Maurice Chideckel, 
“two tribadists living next door to each other” regularly played their 
phonographic recordings of the “Negro blues” in order to set up ap-
pointments with each other or to express the pleasure they had “derived 
from the tribadistic practices.” “Mamma’s got something sho’ gonna 
surprise you,” the lyrics of one of the women’s chosen records report-
edly sang out, “Mamma’s got something I know you want.”76

In Depression-era Chicago and New York, the 78s that white lesbians 
and gay men purchased from local record stores were little more than 
pale reminders of the supposed sexual permissiveness and possibilities 
that they routinely exploited in the cabarets of Bronzeville and Harlem. 
After the post-Prohibition crackdown on white pansy and lesbian enter-
tainments, queer black and tans provided the most prominent and, in 
many respects, the most protected public spaces where white lesbians 
and gay men could socialize openly. At one popular Bronzeville cabaret, 
an observer noted that the young white pansies in attendance seemed 
much more interested in each other than in the club’s spectacular re-
vue of black female impersonators (figure 26). Excited by the “de[e]p  
husky voice” of the cabaret’s begowned master of ceremonies and by  
the “sensuous and r[h]ythmic” music that accompanied the floorshow, 
these young men “g[a]ve vent to their feeling by shrill stacatto [sic] 
shouts.” But between numbers, they largely ignored the nightspot’s black 
patrons and entertainers, as well as the white heterosexual slummers 
who had come in search of a thrill. Instead, they walked from table to 
table, “placing their hands on their hips and fluttering handkerchiefs,” 
while they chatted with their fellow white pansies to arrange sexual  
encounters.77

The members of this particular slumming party may not have realized 
it, but when they “gave vent to their feelings” in the racialized environs 
of the queer black and tan, they embodied the latest rendition of a de-
cades-long phenomenon through which well-to-do urban whites nego-
tiated the shifting social and spatial contours of race and sexuality from 
the mid-1880s to the outbreak of the Second World War. By the late 
1930s, Americans were well practiced at the commercialized boundary- 
crossings that slumming entailed, routinely charting a course into the 
urban spaces associated with populations whom they perceived to be 
racially and sexually exotic and, therefore, distinct from themselves. But 
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as slummers crossed into the neighborhoods and nightlife venues popu-
lated by the objects of their fascination and fears, they discovered that 
the distinctions they drew between themselves and these groups often 
proved highly permeable and even permutable.

The four successive slumming vogues that preoccupied Americans 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries may have 

26      These unidentified black men provide an example of the drag entertainment that became 
popular in Bronzeville cabarets, such as the Cabin Inn and the Annex Buffet, during the  
mid- to late 1930s. (Reprinted with permission from the Chicago History Museum  
Archives, ICHi-24648.)
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seemed to have little more in common than frivolous thrill seeking. 
But, in fact, the cumulative effect of these boundary crossings far ex-
ceeded mere titillation. From immigrant dance halls and Chinatown 
opium dens to bohemian tearooms and interracial drag balls, slumming 
hot spots offered a series of compelling and complicating venues where 
Americans could come to terms with the demographic changes that 
were reshaping the nation and its cities and where the shifting popu-
lar conceptualization of race and sexuality was made more visible—and 
tangible—than ever before.
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Epilogue

While the practice of slumming never faded entirely from U.S. urban 
culture, this once-popular pastime dwindled into near-obscurity in the 
years following World War II. No longer did well-to-do white Chicago-
ans and New Yorkers make nightly forays across the social and spatial 
boundaries that separated their neighborhoods and lives from expand-
ing populations of Jewish, Italian, and Chinese immigrants; free-loving 
bohemians; blacks; and homosexuals. Nor did they routinely attempt to 
use their participation in the nightlife associated with these groups to 
reinforce some sense of racial and sexual normativity—or even superior-
ity—by first sampling and then distancing themselves from the groups’ 
purported primitivism and perversity. Rather, to shore up their posi-
tion atop American racial and sexual hierarchies and to distance them-
selves from the dangers increasingly associated with postwar U.S. cities, 
middle- and upper-class whites redirected their leisure pursuits inward— 
toward their own increasingly suburban, racially homogeneous, hetero-
sexually oriented communities and homes. And in doing so, they more 
firmly grounded the incipient dichotomies of blackness and whiteness 
and of heterosexuality and homosexuality in the physical and cultural 
landscapes of urban America.

The diminution of slumming in postwar Chicago and New York, like 
its advent in the late nineteenth century, was a byproduct of several 
significant developments, including the spatial and demographic re-
organization of U.S. cities, the continuing reconfiguration of popular 
conceptions of race and sexuality, and the emergence of new forms of 
commercialized leisure. Each of these developments took shape in re-
ciprocal relation to the others, but perhaps none played a more pivotal 
role in suppressing the popularity of slumming than the rampant sub-
urbanization of the immediate postwar period. Fueled by the growth of 
the interstate highway system, the deindustrialization of cities, and the  



278

increasing availability of mortgage assistance through the Federal Hous-
ing Administration and the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 
(more commonly known as the G. I. Bill), thousands of young urban 
whites left the cities of their youth to take up residence in new, mass-
produced suburbs. This exodus not only removed most white amuse-
ment seekers from the cabarets and other public amusements around 
which slumming was usually organized but also contributed to whites’ 
increasing perception of urban America as racialized “inner cities” filled 
with potentially dangerous, darker-skinned people.1

Postwar suburbanization initially replicated many of the class and 
racial divisions that characterized turn-of-the-century cities. As middle- 
and upper-class whites settled in exclusive new subdivisions, more often 
than not they continued to separate themselves from their working-class 
counterparts. Longstanding prejudices against Catholics and Jews also 
persisted, prompting their exclusion from a number of postwar suburbs, 
as well as the establishment of identifiably Italian and Jewish American 
communities on the outskirts of Chicago and New York. Yet whatever 
cultural divisions these suburban populations insisted on preserving, 
they paled in comparison to the geographic and cultural divide that 
came to unify them racially in opposition to urban blacks. Because a 
host of racially discriminatory practices prevented nearly all blacks from 
gaining access to suburban housing, residency in postwar suburbia be-
came an undeniable marker of whiteness, overriding nearly all perceived 
differences between old-stock white Americans and the descendants of 
southern and eastern European immigrants.2

The reconfiguration of urban and suburban space along a black/
white axis was made even clearer—and rendered even more threatening 
to many white Americans—by the unprecedented influx of Southern 
blacks to northern and western cities during and after World War II. 
Between 1940 and 1970, the black population of Chicago nearly qua-
drupled from 277,731 to 1,102,620—a rate which only slightly exceeded 
that experienced by New York, where the number of black residents 
rose from 458,444 to 1,668,115. This Second Great Migration of South-
ern blacks, fueled initially by wartime industrial needs and sustained by 
the diminishing promise of skilled urban employment, offset much of 
the population decrease associated with the purported white flight from 
Chicago and New York. In the process, it also dramatically darkened the 
complexion of these two cities. In Chicago, blacks quickly overflowed 
the traditional bounds of Bronzeville, occupying broad swaths of the 
city’s south and west sides, while in New York, they expanded their 
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residential turf to encompass not only Harlem but also portions of the 
South Bronx and Brooklyn, especially Bedford-Stuyvesant.3

The postwar migration of Puerto Ricans—many of whom claimed Af-
rican as well as Spanish and Taino Indian ancestry—further intensified 
the racialization of New York and Chicago as thousands of island resi-
dents moved to the mainland in search of jobs. In New York, where the 
Puerto Rican population mushroomed from 61,463 in 1940 to 860,584 
in 1970, many whites viewed the emergence of substantial Puerto Ri-
can barrios in East (or Spanish) Harlem, the South Bronx, Manhattan’s 
Lower East Side, and Brooklyn’s Columbia Street district as impending 
threats to the social and racial order of the city. Likewise, the dramatic 
growth of Chicago’s Puerto Rican population, though much smaller in 
absolute numbers (having increased from 259 residents in the entire 
state of Illinois in 1940 to approximately 79,000 in Chicago alone by 
1970), was perceived as a potential tinderbox by many white observers, 
especially on the city’s northwest side, the site of its largest Puerto Rican 
barrio.4 

Yet white Americans’ growing fears of urban racial conflict and their 
increasing unwillingness to venture into neighborhoods associated with 
nonwhite populations were not simply irrational responses to the dark-
ening complexions New York and Chicago. They were also products of 
the sporadic violence that erupted between blacks and whites in and 
around Harlem and Bronzeville. As early as 1935, when the rumored 
murder of a young Puerto Rican shoplifter in a white-owned Harlem 
store prompted protests and looting by black residents and the violent 
reaction of local police, white slumming expeditions to Harlem began 
to fall off precipitously. In Chicago, working-class whites’ occasional 
neighborhood skirmishes with the black migrants who spilled out of 
Bronzeville had a similarly damping effect on white participation in 
black nightlife.5

Rising concerns about race riots during World War II marked a dis-
tinct turning point both in the policing of slumming venues and in 
the readiness of white amusement seekers to cross the urban color line. 
When the shore patrol declared Bronzeville’s nightlife district off limits 
to white sailors in the summer of 1942, the order had the effect of simul-
taneously reinscribing the racialized boundaries of Chicago’s neighbor-
hoods and rendering all cross-racial interactions potentially hazardous.  
U.S. naval authorities claimed they were “trying to protect Negro wom-
anhood from approaches of white sailors,” but black residents were 
skeptical of their motives and worried that “this order will serve only 
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to emphasize racial differences.” The following June, when municipal 
and military authorities followed suit in Harlem by shuttering the Sa-
voy Ballroom, the district’s last remaining bastion of cross-racial social-
izing, locals took particular umbrage. The military insisted the closure 
was intended to combat venereal disease among white servicemen who 
claimed to have contracted the malady from prostitutes they met at the 
Savoy, but Harlemites, including Malcolm X, believed “the real reason 
was to stop Negroes from dancing with white women.” Ironically, the 
perceived insult associated with the ballroom’s closure likely contrib-
uted to the very rioting that authorities hoped to prevent. In August 
1943, Harlem followed such cities as Detroit, Los Angeles, and Mobile, 
Alabama, in experiencing severe racial conflict, as a series of wartime 
riots rendered the country’s black urban districts and their residents par-
ticularly ominous threats to white America.6

Mounting racial animosities and fears were not the only barriers to 
whites’ continued interest in slumming; thrill seekers were also con-
founded by the perceived homosexual dangers that came to be associ-
ated with mid-twentieth-century U.S. cities. In the late 1930s and again 
in the early 1950s, a series of local and national sex crime panics in-
creasingly equated urban gay men with sexual psychopaths and child 
molesters. Fueled by the sensationalistic press coverage of a series of un-
related child murders and rapes, these panics generated a public outcry 
against “sex morons” and other “sex criminals” and prompted sustained 
drives throughout the country both to control the sexual activities of 
gay men and to police the urban spaces they frequented. During the 
first Chicago panic in early 1937, police stepped up their surveillance of 
the city’s theaters and public cruising areas, including a popular stretch 
of South State Street, routinely arresting the men who used such spaces 
to search for sexual partners. In New York, the response was much the 
same. Local law enforcement carefully scrutinized the queer goings-on 
around Times Square and other gay neighborhoods, accosting men in 
local nightspots or even concealing themselves in public toilets in order 
to catch men engaging in homosexual acts.7

Americans’ escalating fear of homosexuality extended even to the 
drag performers who had proved so popular during the pansy and les-
bian craze. As early as the spring of 1937, when the Michigan state legis-
lature began to debate passage of the country’s first “sexual psychopath 
law,” the press carried stories linking queer entertainments to recent 
sex crimes. Citing the presence of pansy revues “in about a score of 
local niteries,” Variety reported that Dr. Thomas K. Gruber, head of a 
Detroit mental sanitarium, recommended a twofold approach “to stamp 
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out [the] rising wave of sex killers.” The first step was to “establish spe-
cial clinics” where such “criminals” could be incarcerated until psychia-
trists could “cure” them of their psychopathy. The second was to put a 
stop to the “floating population of female impersonators.” “No one can 
convince me it is safe to allow such groups to roam at liberty,” Gruber 
told the media, “though I cannot go so far as to say all members of 
such troupes are potential murderers.” While it appears that Chicago 
and New York authorities never embraced Gruber’s wilder speculations 
about gay entertainers, the mere circulation of such ideas at a time when 
these localities were considering their own sexual psychopath laws only 
served to reinforce the already mounting public perception of these cit-
ies and their queer nightspots as sexually dangerous places.8

Combined with the postwar relocation of thousands of white hetero-
sexual couples to suburban neighborhoods, the growing association of 
U.S. cities with a presumed homosexual menace recast sexual identities 
and communities in geographic terms every bit as stark as the color line 
that separated white American suburbs from progressively nonwhite in-
ner cities. Although urban marriage rates rose in the immediate postwar 
period, suburban developments housed so few unmarried adults and be-
came so closely identified with single-family homes that the increasingly 
predominant hetero/homo sexual binary began to equate with the new 
suburban/urban divide. The public’s conception of suburbs as exclusive, 
family-oriented, white, heterosexual spaces was further reinforced by 
emerging ideologies of containment that reinscribed traditional racial 
and gender norms and encouraged parents—especially stay-at-home 
mothers—to protect their homes and children from a host of outside 
threats, ranging from communism to urban blight and homosexuality. 
Underscoring the heightened importance of domesticity in cold war 
America, this sense of containment extended even to suburbanites’ lei-
sure activities, prompting the vast majority to eschew the public amuse-
ments of the city in favor of more local diversions.9

Still, the sudden departure of most white heterosexuals from the 
nightlife of Chicago and New York—and the near-elimination of slum-
ming—was not simply a product of suburbanites’ growing fear of cities. 
As Americans married and started families at younger ages, they also 
had less time and energy to devote to urban nightclubs, movie palaces, 
and amusement parks that were now located a considerable distance 
from their suburban homes. Moreover, just as the emergence of such 
turn-of-the-century amusements had first fueled the public’s interest in 
slumming, the development of new forms of mass-cultural entertain-
ment—especially the television—spurred the reorientation of Americans’  
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leisure pursuits around the home. With national television ownership 
rates escalating from only 2 percent of all households in 1949 to 64 
percent just six years later (and 90 percent by 1962), white suburbanites 
quickly became preoccupied with these innovative “home theaters” and 
distanced themselves even farther from the nightspots and other urban 
spaces they associated with blacks and homosexuals—a move that ef-
fectively divided racial and sexual identities and communities along an 
urban/suburban axis.10

Although the practice of slumming never completely disappeared, 
the suburban ethos of containment remained so strong that well into 
the last quarter of the twentieth century, white suburbanites sought 
their entertainment primarily within the privacy of their own homes 
(facilitated by the advent of the VCR) or in the semipublic spaces of 
shopping malls and multiplex cinemas. Only in the past decade or so, 
as an intensifying wave of gentrification has reshaped the demographic 
and spatial characteristics of Chicago and New York, have white hetero-
sexuals returned to the cities’ more marginalized neighborhoods and 
nightlife in substantial numbers. Giving rise to what might be viewed 
as a second wave of slumming—although the term itself is no longer in 
vogue—these ventures have provided opportunities for suburban-reared 
whites to reacquaint themselves with urban entertainment and with the 
queer and black communities that once seemed so forbidding and un-
desirable.11

In the mid-1990s, drag artists and transgender entertainers once more  
became feature attractions, constituting what columnist Michael Musto 
called “the drag queen explosion.” During this period, suburban and ur-
ban revelers encountered over-the-top performers at some of the trendi-
est night clubs in New York and Chicago and also hired popular drag 
queens “to give attitude” at private parties. A number of drag-oriented 
restaurants also began to draw a steady stream of heterosexual patrons 
to queer urban spaces. After Lucky Cheng’s employed transgender Asian 
waitresses and flamboyant queens at its East Village locale in 1993, sev-
eral New York and Chicago establishments followed suit, including the 
West Village’s Lips and Lakeview’s Kit Kat Lounge and Supper Club. In 
short order, a group of lesbian entertainers and transgender men aug-
mented the feminine focus of this nightlife trend with an array of more 
masculine performances. Transforming the East Village lounge Velvet  
into the Club Casanova in 1996, they launched the country’s first 
weekly drag king revue, attracting “a mostly white, punk, alternative 
crowd,” as well as a sizable number of photographers, filmmakers, and 
reporters, who helped popularize their activities with more mainstream 
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heterosexual audiences. As the kinging phenomenon grew, troupes like 
the Chicago Kings became regular features at both queer and straight 
nightspots, building loyal lesbian, gay, and transgender fan bases while 
eliciting praise and occasional flirtation from heterosexual women and 
men.12

Tempting as it might be to view this nightlife trend as a nostalgic 
return to the earlier pansy and lesbian craze, this recent vogue is a prod-
uct of its own historical era, reflecting current urban spatial and demo-
graphic changes. While signaling the growing integration of lesbians and 
gay men in mainstream American culture, it also reveals a willingness, 
on the part of at least some heterosexuals, to grapple with the challenges 
that an increasingly visible population of transgender women and men 
are posing to the very concept of fixed sexual and gender identities. 
Whether in the guise of drag kings and queens who parody traditional 
gender norms in order to reveal their performative construction or in 
the form of transsexuals whose hormonal and/or surgical interventions 
seek to correct discrepancies between biology and gender identity, trans-
gender individuals routinely expose the fictiveness and fluidity of both 
femininity and masculinity. Yet even as heterosexual spectators appear 
to acknowledge this notion within the context of popular drag clubs, 
the fact that these nightspots have become favored venues for bachelor-
ette parties belies their power to disrupt traditional gender and sexual 
norms. Not only do such pre-wedding rituals subordinate public expres-
sions of queer identity to heterosexual marriage, they also implicate 
these nightspots in the gentrification of lesbian and gay communities, 
as more and more straight white newlyweds move back into cities.13

Gentrification—and the related reconfiguration of urban racial dy-
namics—has also fueled a renewed interest in black residential districts. 
But unlike the latest drag craze, this new fascination with black Chicago 
and New York has not prompted any significant white influx into the 
cities’ black nightspots. Rather, since the mid-1990s, busloads of white 
American and foreign tourists have streamed into Harlem on so-called 
gospel tours. While local churchgoers have bristled at the presence of 
such Sunday morning slummers, at least some congregants have been 
forced to acknowledge the economic benefits these tours bring to their 
financially strapped institutions. Yet as black community leaders col-
lect commissions from commercial tour companies and donations from 
white visitors, they are also finding ways to channel this newfound in-
terest in their communities into valuable critiques of urban redevelop-
ment. In Chicago, where gentrification has proceeded in tandem with 
the Chicago Housing Authority’s $1.6 billion plan to demolish public 
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housing high-rises and replace them with mixed-income units, local 
black activists have created a new type of slumming excursion to call 
attention to the venture’s ill effects. On these “Ghetto Bus Tours,” for-
mer Robert Taylor Homes resident Beauty Turner leads groups of mostly 
white professionals through the vacant lots where Chicago’s largest 
housing projects once stood and into the unrenovated residences of 
one of the city’s last remaining public housing complexes. While ac-
knowledging the benefits that have accrued from the city’s new, mixed- 
income developments, Turner rues the sense of community lost by poor 
blacks who were displaced from the only homes they had ever known. 
Moreover, she cautions against the potential of gentrification and re-
development to further rend the cultural fabric of long-standing black 
urban districts, noting that when white people move into the neighbor-
hood, they “don’t want to look across the street and see seven little black 
churches in a three-block radius. What they want to see is a Dominick’s 
and sushi joints and a Starbucks”—national franchises and commercial 
food fads that threaten to erase any remaining remnants of the neigh-
borhoods’ proud black history.14

This increasing cultural homogeneity in U.S. cities is probably one 
reason why slumming has become more transnational in recent years. 
As global capitalism and technological advances have fueled a dramatic 
upsurge in international travel, Americans—whether white or black,  
straight or gay—have begun to focus their search for racialized and sexu-
alized amusements on the people and spaces of the developing world. 
Joined by a host of European, Canadian, Australian, and Japanese tour-
ists, these jet-setting travelers have usually been content to confirm 
their social and economic privilege simply by exploiting the relatively 
low-cost cultural attractions and other amenities that the world’s poor-
est nations routinely offer to cash-rich foreigners. But a growing number 
of international travelers have begun to imitate the behavior of late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century slummers, undertaking visits 
to the countries’ most impoverished urban districts.

Since 1992, a company called Favela Tour has endeavored to “put 
people in touch with reality” by conducting sightseers through Rio de 
Janeiro’s crowded mountainside slums. These tours have proved so pop-
ular that in recent years they spawned a number of imitators both in 
Rio’s favelas and in similar locations around the world, ranging from 
South Africa’s black townships and the slums of Mumbai to the “rail-
way underworld” of New Delhi and the garbage dumps outside Maza-
tlán, Mexico. While most of these touring companies have embraced 
Favela Tour’s model of donating part of their proceeds to neighborhood 
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schools and clinics, the tension between the tours’ charitable aims and 
their voyeuristic tendencies never lies far below the surface. Promotional  
materials for Victoria Safaris’s “Nairobi City Slum Tours” provide a trou-
blesome case in point. Calling its activities “Pro-Poor Tourism Adven-
tures,” the company’s Web site cultivates a sense of economic, and even 
racial, superiority among potential customers by portraying local slum 
dwellers in almost animalistic terms. “You will be amazed with the num-
ber of roaming children in the slum,” a description of its tour proclaims, 
“the type of housing, . . . lack of normal feeding timetable, [and] the 
flowing sewage.” The company’s offer to combine such tours “with the 
other regular Safaris to the wildlife lodges” only reinforces the notion 
that slum-dwellers are little more than beasts to be observed on African 
safari, echoing a similarly racist rhetoric that circulated widely as part of 
earlier U.S. slumming vogues.15

Yet even as present-day slumming excursions hark back to American 
exemplars, they also differ in important respects. Except for an extended 
version of Reality Tours and Travel’s “Dharavi Slum Tours,” which in-
corporates a drive through Mumbai’s “red light area,” slumming today 
rarely combines sexualized spectacles with explorations of poverty. This 
is not to say that sexual slumming no longer exists, just that most of the 
participants in sex tourism apparently choose to separate their erotic en-
counters from tours of local slums. In the sex tourism guide Lusty Trav-
eler (2008), Wiley Cooper expresses his disbelief that “wealthy tourists 
[would] shell out good money to ride a bus” through Rio’s “most horrid 
slums,” when they could “watch beautiful women stroll the beach” in-
stead. “Girls . . . [who] live in favelas and skirt the razor’s edge” might 
seem appealing to straight male tourists seeking sexual adventure, but the 
author encouraged readers to patronize more upscale brothels and night-
clubs instead, insisting that no matter “what people say, fear is not an 
aphrodisiac.” Apparently reaching the same conclusion, operators of the 
developing world’s sex tourism industry—a significant portion of which  
is now directed at straight women and gay men—have moved much of 
their traffic from the cities’ dilapidated slums and red-light districts to 
beach resorts popular with foreign travelers. Sex workers are still likely to  
be from urban slums, but sex tourists no longer have to venture into 
such districts to procure their services.16

Despite these geographic reconfigurations, slumming’s renewed pop-
ularity in the developing world only confirms its productiveness in ne-
gotiating the spatial and demographic changes that regularly restructure  
daily life. Just as earlier generations of slummers used this unique cultural 
practice to make sense of the reorganization of urban space associated  
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with newly arrived populations in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, so present-day participants in the transnational phe-
nomenon employ it as a means to make sense of the compression of 
geographical distances and the blurring of national cultures associated 
with globalization. While the cross-cultural encounters this activity pro-
motes are likely to reify the borders of current nation-states, as they 
previously reified the bounds separating white residential districts from 
the racialized and sexualized slums of urban America, it seems probable 
that slumming will once more facilitate the proliferation of new identity  
categories—including but not limited to those associated with nation, 
race, and sexuality—while simultaneously contributing to the emer-
gence and codification of a new twenty-first-century social order. More 
than a century since slumming first captured Americans’ imagination, 
this distinctive cultural practice is now poised to help both Americans 
and others to better understand the new global economy and trans-
national culture in which we live. The challenge will be to minimize 
slumming’s more exploitative effects, while capitalizing on its ability to 
foster mutually beneficial, cross-cultural interactions.
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Hawaii, 1900–1936	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2001),	193–98;	
Curon,	Chicago, Satan’s Sanctum,	151;	John	Curry,	“The	First	Chinese	Res-
taurant,”	CT,	March	27,	1943,	included	in	the	“Restaurant”	clippings	files,	
CHM;	A	Looper,	“According	to	the	Telephone	Book—,”	CT,	March	31,	1943,	
included	in	the	“Restaurant”	clippings	files,	CHM;	and	CT,	September	7,	
1926,	quoted	in	McKeown,	Chinese Migrant Networks and Cultural Change,	
196.

44.	 History	of	Near	South	Side	Document	#5:	“Informant:	Of	Scotch-Irish	
stock,	born	in	north	Ireland,	arrived	in	Chicago	the	day	of	the	Haymarket	
Riot,	1886,”	October	1927,	vol.	4,	pt.	1,	CNS;	Qingchao	Wu,	“Chinatowns:	
A	Study	of	Symbiosis	and	Assimilation”	(PhD	diss.,	University	of	Chicago,	
1928);	“Building	Report	Alarms	Hinky	Dink	and	Chinatown,”	CT,	January		
18,	1911,	1;	“Chinatown	Plans	to	Move	Two	Miles	to	the	South,”	CT,	
November	24,	1911,	2;	“Breakup	of	Old	Chinatown	in	Clark	Street	Has	Be-
gun,”	CT,	April	28,	1912,	3;	“Chinese	Merchants	Move	to	New	South	Side	
Colony,”	CT,	April	30,	1912,	3;	and	McKeown,	Chinese Migrant Networks 
and Cultural Change,	esp.	209–12	(McKeown	provides	a	lengthier	and	far	



NOTES TO PAGES 42–46

306

more	nuanced	account	of	the	tensions	between	the	Hip	Sing	and	On	Leong	
Tongs).

45.	 Spear,	Black Chicago,	12;	Clifton	R.	Wooldridge,	Hands Up! In the World of 
Crime	(Chicago:	Police	Publishing	Company,	1901),	322–28;	Asbury,	Gem 
of the Prairie,	140–41,	167–68,	257–58,	264	(the	last	page	being	the	source	
of	the	quote	about	Black	May’s);	and	Stead,	If Christ Came to Chicago!,	247	
(on	Vina	Fields’s	house).

46.	 Reckless,	“The	Natural	History	of	Vice	Areas	in	Chicago,”	53–54n3	(quote	
from	54);	George	J.	Kneeland,	Commercialized Prostitution in New York City 
(New	York:	The	Century	Co.,	1913),	15;	and	Rosen,	The Lost Sisterhood: 
Prostitution in America, 1900–1918	(Baltimore:	The	Johns	Hopkins	Univer-
sity	Press,	1982),	89.

47.	 Curon,	Chicago, Satan’s Sanctum,	144;	and	P.	J.	Duff,	Side Lights on Dark-
est Chicago (Chicago:	M.	Hayes,	1899),	64.	For	a	description	of	after-hours	
performances	at	the	Park	Theater,	see	Chicago’s Dark Places: Investigations by 
a Corps of Specially Appointed Commissioners, Edited and arranged by the Chief 
Commissioner	(Chicago:	The	Craig	Press	and	the	Women’s	Temperance	Pub-
lishing	Association,	1891),	61;	and	Stead,	If Christ Came to Chicago!,	258–59.

48.	 Mazet,	5125–26,	1394,	173–76,	1431,	1429.
49.	 Ibid.,	1382–83;	and	Vice	Commission	of	Chicago,	The Social Evil in Chicago,	

295–98.
50.	 Charles	Torrence	Nesbitt,	unpublished	autobiographical	manuscript,	1938,	

105,	folder	1,	box	1,	CTNP;	and	Curon,	Chicago, Satan’s Sanctum,	146.	For	
more	on	Nesbitt’s	adventures	in	Walhalla	Hall	and	elsewhere	in	the	Bow-
ery,	see	Jonathan	Ned	Katz,	Gay/Lesbian Almanac: A New Documentary		
(New	York:	Harper	&	Row,	1983),	218–22;	and	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	
40–41.

51.	 Nesbitt,	unpublished	manuscript,	106,	folder	1,	box	1,	CTNP;	Katz,	Gay/Les-
bian Almanac,	218–22;	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	41;	and	Curon,	Chicago, 
Satan’s Sanctum,	146–47.	While	Curon’s	reference	to	“fruits”	(147)	is	clearly	
intended	to	call	to	mind	fairies,	his	mention	of	“cabmen”	(ibid.)	is	more	
ambiguous.	He	may	be	referring	to	the	fairies’	masculine	partners.	More	
likely,	though,	Curon	alludes	in	some	way	to	cab	drivers’	involvement	as	
go-betweens	in	the	commercial	sex	trade.

52.	 Frederick	H.	Whitin,	General	Secretary,	Committee	of	Fourteen,	to	Rosen-
stern,	New	York,	October	14,	1913,	box	1,	C14P,	quoted	in	Gilfoyle,	City of 
Eros,	304;	and	Rosen,	The Lost Sisterhood,	1–13.

53.	 Nesbitt,	unpublished	manuscript,	56,	folder	1,	box	1,	CTNP.
54.	 Herbert	Asbury,	The Gangs of New York: An Informal History of the Underworld	

(Garden	City,	NY:	Garden	City	Publishing	Co.,	Inc.,	1928),	177;	William	T.	
Stead,	Satan’s Invisible World Displayed; or, Despairing Democracy (New	York:	
R.	F.	Fenno	&	Co.,	1897),	99;	and	H.	L.	Mencken,	The American Language: 
A Preliminary Inquiry into the Development of English in the United States,	3rd	
ed.	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	1929),	163n64.	See	also	the	introductory	
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material	of	Mazet,	which	paraphrases	this	statement	somewhat	differently:	
“It	[the	Tenderloin	District]	derives	its	name	from	the	remark	of	Police	
Captain	Williams	when	he	was	sent	thither	from	an	uptown	precinct,	that	
he	was	leaving	the	rump	to	feed	on	the	tenderloin,	his	reference	being		
to	the	richness	of	the	precinct	in	pecuniary	opportunities	for	police	cap-
tains”	(45).

55.	 On	the	white	slavery	panic,	see	especially	Mark	Thomas	Connelly,	The Re-
sponse to Prostitution in the Progressive Era	(Chapel	Hill:	University	of	North	
Carolina	Press,	1980),	114–35;	Edward	J.	Bristow,	Prostitution and Prejudice: 
The Jewish Fight Against White Slavery, 1870–1939	(New	York:	Oxford	Uni-
versity	Press,	1982),146–80;	Rosen,	The Lost Sisterhood,	112–35;	Barbara	Meil	
Hobson,	Uneasy Virtue: The Politics of Prostitution and the American Reform 
Tradition	(1987;	repr.,	with	new	preface,	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	
Press,	1990),	139–64;	Gilfoyle,	City of Eros,	270–97;	and	Keire,	“The	Vice	
Trust.”	

56.	 Jane	Addams,	The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets	(New	York:	Macmillan	
Company,	1909),	13,	7.

57.	 On	Progressive-era	reformers’	attacks	on	the	urban	political	machine,	see	
especially	Wiebe,	The Search for Order,	164–95;	and	Daniel	T.	Rodgers,	“In	
Search	of	Progressivism,”	Reviews in American History	10.4	(December	1982):	
113–32.

58.	 On	the	reform	campaign	of	the	Reverend	Charles	Parkhurst,	see	Rob-
ert	F.	Walsh,	Dr. Parkhurst’s Crusade; or, New York after Dark	(New	York:	
Commonwealth	Publishing	Co.,	1892);	Gardner,	The Doctor and the Devil;	
Charles	H.	Parkhurst,	Our Fight with Tammany	(New	York:	Charles	Scrib-
ner’s	Sons,	1895);	idem,	My Forty Years in New York	(New	York:	Macmillan	
Company,	1923);	Timothy	J.	Gilfoyle,	“The	Moral	Origins	of	Political	Sur-
veillance:	The	Preventive	Society	in	New	York	City,	1867–1918,”	Ameri-
can Quarterly	38.4	(Autumn	1986):	637–52;	idem,	City of Eros,	298–302;	
and	Warren	Sloat,	A Battle for the Soul of New York: Tammany Hall, Police 
Corruption, Vice, and Reverend Charles Parkhurst’s Crusade against Them, 
1892–1895	(New	York:	Cooper	Square	Press,	2002).	Gardner	was	the	de-
tective	hired	by	Parkhurst	to	lead	his	many	slumming	excursions.

On	the	Chicago	reform	campaign	fueled	by	William	T.	Stead,	see	his	
If Christ Came to Chicago!;	and	Joseph	O.	Baylen,	“A	Victorian’s	Crusade	
in	Chicago,	1893–94,”	Journal of American History	51.3	(December	1964):	
418–34.	Both	Parkhurst	and	Stead	are	addressed	in	Boyer,	Urban Masses and 
Moral Order,	162–87.

59.	 Samuel	P.	Orth,	The Boss and the Machine: A Chronicle of the Politicians and 
Party Organization (New	Haven,	CT:	Yale	University	Press,	1919),	63–92;	
and	Gilfoyle,	City of Eros,	301.

60.	 Curon,	Chicago, Satan’s Sanctum,	200–10	(quotes	from	202);	and	Vice	Com-
mission	of	Chicago,	The Social Evil in Chicago.	Aside	from	brief	mentions	
of	these	committees	and	their	final	reports	in	the	published	records	of	the	
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Illinois	state	legislature,	I	have	been	able	to	turn	up	next	to	nothing	about	
the	hearings	and	investigations	they	conducted.	According	to	archivists	at	
the	Illinois	State	Archives,	neither	committee	ever	published	its	findings,	
and	no	original	committee	papers	have	been	preserved	(Kim	Efird,	Illinois	
State	Archives,	e-mail	message	to	author,	November	16,	2004).

Although	pressured	by	local	prosecutors	to	release	the	key	to	its	code,	
the	Chicago	Vice	Commission	never	did	and	it	was	apparently	destroyed.	
Still,	the	report	was	so	full	of	salacious	details	that	Chicago	postal	officials	
initially	forbade	its	distribution	through	the	mail.	See	“Wayman	Pushes	
Fight	on	Resort	Property	Owners,”	CT,	October	7,	1912,	1;	and	“Vice	
Reports	Barred,”	CRH,	September	15,	1911,	3.	On	the	public	reception	of	
The Social Evil in Chicago,	see	also	Walter	Lippman,	A Preface to Politics	(New	
York:	M.	Kennerly,	1913),	123–31;	and	Connelly,	The Response to Prostitu-
tion in the Progressive Era,	91–113.

Not	until	1913	did	a	government-funded	investigation	of	Chicago	moral	
conditions	and	police	graft,	headed	by	Lieutenant	Governor	Barratt	O’Hara	
(a	Chicago	Democrat),	provide	the	public	with	anything	approaching	the	
same	level	of	shocking	detail	that	the	Lexow	and	Mazet	committee	reports	
had	presented	to	New	Yorkers	more	than	a	decade	earlier.	Employing	the	
unorthodox	tactic	of	questioning	the	patrons	and	proprietors	of	popular	
Levee	resorts	immediately	after	their	apprehension	in	those	venues,	the	
Illinois	Senate	Vice	Committee’s	late-night	sessions	generated	so	many	sen-
sationalistic	headlines	that	it	was	accused	of	attempting	to	boost	newspaper	
sales,	if	not	the	popularity	of	the	Levee	itself.	Noting	that	O’Hara	was	in	the	
pocket	of	publisher	William	Randolph	Hearst,	Chicago	reformer	Graham	
Taylor	remarked	that	he	“had	no	trouble	.	.	.	in	telling	them	straight	out	
that	their	methods	were	hysterical	and	the	publicity	into	which	they	are	
dragging	women	is	scandalous”	(Graham	Taylor	to	William	Kent,	Chicago,	
May	26,	1913,	“Letters	1913”	folder,	box	1,	GTP).	Given	the	detailed	news-
paper	coverage	of	the	committee’s	proceedings,	it	seems	likely	that	readers	
had	little	trouble	using	these	sources	to	search	out	a	little	scandal	of	their	
own.	(The	O’Hara	committee’s	final	report	was	published	as	Report of the 
Senate Vice Committee, Created under the Authority of the Senate of the Forty-
ninth General Assembly, As a Continuation of the Committee Created under the 
Authority of the Senate of the Forty-eighth General Assembly, State of Illinois 
[Chicago:	1916].)

61.	 My	understanding	of	the	modus	operandi	of	private	anti-vice	organizations	
in	turn-of-the-century	Chicago	and	New	York,	as	well	as	their	impact	on	
the	practice	of	slumming	in	these	two	cities,	is	based	on	my	own	exami-
nation	of	the	records	of	several	such	organizations	(including,	but	not	
limited	to,	those	discussed	at	length	in	succeeding	paragraphs),	as	well	as	
the	following:	Thomas	James	Riley,	“A	Study	of	the	Higher	Life	of	Chicago”	
(PhD	diss.,	University	of	Chicago,	1905),	49–50,	54;	Walter	C.	Reckless,	
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Vice in Chicago (Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1933),	254–68;	Boyer,	
Urban Masses and Moral Order,	191–219;	Duis,	The Saloon,	230–73;	D’Emilio	
and	Freedman,	Intimate Matters,	202–21;	Gilfoyle,	“The	Moral	Origins	of	
Political	Surveillance”;	idem,	City of Eros,	185–96;	Chauncey,	Gay New 
York,	131–49;	and	Mara	L.	Keire,	“The	Committee	of	Fourteen	and	Saloon	
Reform	in	New	York	City,	1905–1920,”	Business and Economic History	26.2	
(Winter	1997):	573–83.

62.	 Edwin	R.	A.	Seligman,	ed.,	The Social Evil: With Special Reference to Condi-
tions Existing in the City of New York,	2nd	ed.	(New	York:	G.	P.	Putnam’s	
Sons,	1912),	ix.

63.	 Gilfoyle,	City of Eros,	186–88.
64.	 Clifford	W.	Barnes,	“The	Story	of	the	Committee	of	Fifteen,”	Journal of 

Social Hygiene	4.1	(April	1918):	145–47;	Annual Report of the Committee of 
Fifteen for the year ending April 30, 1913,	1–3;	Annual Report of the Committee 
of Fifteen for the year ending April 30, 1914,	1;	and	Reckless,	Vice in Chicago	
255–58.

The	Committee	of	Fifteen	used	this	publicity	tactic	for	approximately	
two	years,	from	June	1913	until	July	1915.	By	the	end	of	the	program,	
when	the	state’s	new	Injunction	and	Abatement	Law	codified	the	practice	
of	holding	real	estate	owners	responsible	for	the	goings-on	that	occurred	
on	their	property,	the	committee	boasted	that	its	informal	tactics	had	“dis-
lodged	the	undesirable	tenants	in	more	than	800	resorts”	(“The	Committee	
of	Fifteen;	What	It	Has	Done	and	Its	Method	of	Operation,”	unpublished	
manuscript,	n.d.,	1,	third	“Material	Concerning	the	Committee	of	Fifteen”	
folder,	box	26,	GTP).

65.	 Reckless,	Vice in Chicago,	262;	and	Louise	de	Koven	Bowen,	The Public 
Dance Halls of Chicago,	rev.	ed.	(Chicago:	The	Juvenile	Protective	Associa-
tion,	1917).

66.	 “Gypsy	Leads	10	Thousand	through	Red	Light	District,”	CRH,	October	19,	
1909,	1.

67.	 “Police	in	Carriages	Descend	on	Chinatown,”	NYT,	April	24,	1905,	1.	For	
examples	of	similar	crowds	gathering	to	watch	raids	in	the	Tenderloin,	see	
“Raid	in	the	Tenderloin,”	NPG,	May	11,	1895,	7;	and	“Raid	on	the	New-
market,”	NYT,	March	6,	1897,	2.

68.	 On	the	successful	closure	of	vice	districts	in	numerous	U.S.	cities,	including	
New	York	and	Chicago,	between	1912	and	1917,	see	Joseph	Mayer,	“Pass-
ing	of	the	Red	Light	District,”	Social Hygiene 4.2	(April	1918),	199;	Rosen,	
The Lost Sisterhood,	esp.	14–37;	and	Boyer,	Urban Masses and Moral Order,	
191–219.	On	the	anti-vice	war	against	Chicago’s	Levee,	see	also	Herbert	
Asbury,	Gem of the Prairie,	esp.	281–319.

69.	 Erenberg,	Steppin’ Out,	esp.	111–75.	On	the	emergence	of	cabarets	in	
Chicago,	see	Reckless,	Vice in Chicago,	101;	and	“At	Last	the	Cabaret	Has	Ar-
rived	to	Gladden	Chicago	‘Bohemians,’”	CT,	June	30,	1912,	A6.
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1.	 “At	Last	the	Cabaret	Has	Arrived	to	Gladden	Chicago	‘Bohemians,’”	CT,	
June	30,	1912,	A6;	“Legal	Light	Sees	Cabaret,”	CT,	August	1,	1913,	3;	and	
Erenberg,	Steppin’ Out,	esp.	75–175.

2.	 On	the	Castles,	see	especially	Erenberg,	Steppin’ Out,	146–75;	Mr.	and		
Mrs.	Vernon	Castle,	Modern Dancing	(New	York:	The	World	Syndicate	Co.,	by	
arrangement	with	Harper	&	Brothers,	1914);	and	Irene	Castle,	as	told	to	Bob	
and	Wanda	Duncan,	Castles in the Air	(Garden	City,	NY:	Doubleday,	1958).

3.	 On	Chicago’s	attempts	to	regulate	cabarets	in	the	summer	of	1913,	see	
“Whispers	Shelve	Cabaret	Measure,”	CT,	July	22,	1913,	2;	“Cermak	Spon-
sor	for	Cabaret	Law?”	CT,	July	25,	1913,	4;	“Legal	Light	Sees	Cabaret,”	CT,	
August	1,	1913,	3;	“Good-by,	Cabaret!”	CT,	August	21,	1913,	3.	On	the	
apparent	failure	of	this	attempt	to	regulate	Chicago	cabarets	and	a	renewed	
effort	in	the	spring	of	1918,	see	“The	Law	and	the	Cabarets,”	CT,	April	23,	
1918,	10.	On	New	York’s	losing	battle	to	police	cabarets,	see	Erenberg,	Step-
pin’ Out,	esp.	77–87.

4.	 [Richard	Fletcher],	“The	Value	of	‘Slumming,’”	“The	Commentaries”	
column,	The Chronicle,	March	1917,	3;	and	Chicago for the Tourist,	issued	by	
The	Passenger	Department,	Illinois	Central,	1925,	14,	CHM.	For	other	ex-
amples	of	the	marketing	of	these	neighborhoods	to	tourists,	see	especially	
Anna	Alice	Chapin,	Greenwich Village	(New	York:	Dodd,	Mead	&	Company,	
1917)	and	John	Drury,	Seven Days in Chicago	(New	York:	R.	M.	McBride	&	
Company,	1928).	Jan	Seidler	Ramirez	discusses	the	proliferation	of	guide-
books	to	Greenwich	Village	that	followed	Chapin’s	publication	in	“The	
Tourist	Trade	Takes	Hold,”	in	Rick	Beard	and	Leslie	Cohen	Berlowitz,	eds.,	
Greenwich Village: Culture and Counterculture	(New	Brunswick,	N	J:	Museum	
of	the	City	of	New	York	in	association	with	Rutgers	University	Press,	1993),	
377–78.

5.	 My	understanding	of	the	physical,	demographic,	and	cultural	characteris-
tics	of	Greenwich	Village,	in	this	and	subsequent	paragraphs,	relies	heavily	
upon	the	following	sources:	Parry,	Garrets and Pretenders;	Caroline	Ware,	
Greenwich Village, 1920–1930: A Comment on American Civilization in the 
Post-War Years	(Boston:	Houghton	Mifflin,	1935);	Allen	Churchill,	The Im-
proper Bohemians	(New	York:	Dutton,	1959);	Humphrey,	Children of Fantasy;	
Fishbein,	Rebels in Bohemia;	Beard	and	Berlowitz,	eds.,	Greenwich Village;	
Chauncey,	Gay New York,	227–44;	and	Stansell,	American Moderns.

6.	 My	understanding	of	Chicago’s	Towertown	is	drawn	largely	from	Zorbaugh,	
The Gold Coast and the Slum;	Reckless,	Vice in Chicago;	Bernard	Duffey,	The 
Chicago Renaissance in American Letters: A Critical History (East	Lansing:	
Michigan	State	College	Press,	1954);	Kenneth	Rexroth,	An Autobiographical 
Novel,	rev.	and	expanded,	ed.	Linda	Hamalian	(1964;	New	York:	New	Direc-
tions	Publishing	Corporation,	1991);	Dale	Kramer,	Chicago Renaissance: 
The Literary Life in the Midwest, 1900–1930 (New	York:	Appleton-Century,	
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1966);	James	Albert	Gazell,	“The	High	Noon	of	Chicago’s	Bohemia,”	Journal 
of the Illinois State Historical Society	65.1	(Spring	1972):	54–68;	Meyerowitz,	
Women Adrift;	and	Johnson,	“The	Kids	of	Fairytown”	in	Beemyn,	ed.,	Creat-
ing a Place for Ourselves,	97–118.

7.	 Erenberg,	Steppin’ Out,	253.
8.	 On	the	Golden	Swan	Saloon,	commonly	known	to	Villagers	as	the	“Hell	

Hole,”	see	Parry,	Garrets and Pretenders,	269;	Humphrey,	Children of Fantasy,	
24;	Malcolm	Cowley,	Exile’s Return: A Literary Odyssey of the 1920’s	(1934;	
repr.	New	York:	Viking	Press,	1951),	69;	and	John	Sloan,	“Hell	Hole,”	1917	
(etching,	reproduced	in	John	Sloan,	New York Etchings [1905–1949],	Helen	
Farr	Sloan,	ed.	[New	York:	Dover	Publications,	Inc.,	1978],	plate	36).	On	
Madame	Galli’s,	see	John	Drury,	Dining in Chicago	(New	York:	John	Day	
Company,	1931),	44–48;	“Famous	Mme.	Galli’s	Restaurant	to	Leave	Old	
Home	This	Week,”	CT,	March	31,	1935;	and	“That	Was	Bohemia,”	Chicago 
Sun,	February	12,	1947.

9.	 Zorbaugh,	The Gold Coast and the Slum,	41–44,	102–4;	Walter	S.	Ross,	“The	
Magic	District,”	North Central Magazine,	November	1929,	28;	Ware,	Green-
wich Village,	16–22,	249–52;	Alfreda	Gordon,	“Bohemia	with	a	Haircut,”	
Chicago Sunday Times,	March	24,	1940,	5–M;	and	Samuel	Putnam,	Paris 
Was Our Mistress: Memoirs of a Lost and Found Generation	(New	York:	Viking	
Press,	1947),	19–20.

10.	 Lynn	Dumenil,	Modern Temper: American Culture and Society in the 1920s 
(New	York:	Hill	and	Wang,	1995),	233.

11.	 Chauncey,	Gay New York,	233,	304–9;	Ware,	Greenwich Village,	15–17,	
56–58;	Zorbaugh,	The Gold Coast and the Slum,	98–102,	159–81;	George	
Chauncey,	“Long-Haired	Men	and	Short-Haired	Women:	Building	a	Gay	
World	in	the	Heart	of	Bohemia,”	in	Beard	and	Berlowitz,	eds.,	Green-
wich Village,	151–63;	and	Lewis	Erenberg,	“Greenwich	Village	Nightlife,	
1910–1950,”	in	Beard	and	Berlowitz,	eds.,	Greenwich Village,	357–70.

12.	 Memorandum	from	Major	Thomas	B.	Crockett	to	the	Director	of	Military	
Intelligence,	Chicago,	April	7,	1919;	D.	H.	Campbell,	Report	on	the	Dill	
Pickle	Club,	18	Tooker	Place,	a	Suspicious	Organization,	April	5,	1919;	and	
Informants	#309–I449	and	I420	of	the	Patriotic	American	League,	Report	
In	Re:	Meeting—Dill	Pickle	Club,	18	Tooker	Place,	December	9,	1919;	all	of	
which	are	included	in	Record	#10110–551,	Box	2775,	Declassified	General	
Correspondence,	1917–1941,	Military	Intelligence	Division,	Records	of	the	
War	Department	General	and	Special	Staffs,	Record	Group	165,	National	
Archives	at	College	Park,	College	Park,	MD.	

13.	 Edna	Fine	Dexter,	quoted	in	Parry,	Garrets and Pretenders,	202;	and	P.	J.	M.	
[Peter	J.	Mallon],	Report	on	the	Black	Parrot,	131	Washington	Place,	April	
11,	1919,	sixth	1919	investigative	reports	folder,	box	34,	C14P.

14.	 Poster	for	the	dance	“A	Night	in	Bohemia,	The	Dill	Pickle	Masked	Ball,”	
October	31,	1916;	Placard	advertising	“St.	Patrick’s	Costume	Ball,”	March	
1925;	and	Placard	advertising	the	“Adam	and	Eve	Costume”	contest	at	the	



NOTES TO PAGES 65–66

312

Dill	Pickle	Club’s	Halloween	Party,	October	31	[1923	or	1928]—all	included	
in	folder	29,	box	1,	DPCP;	Advertisement	for	Dill	Pickle	Club,	The Daily 
Maroon,	October	26,	1928,	5;	J.	A.	S.	[	James	A.	Seaman],	Report	of	Investi-
gator,	The	Saraband	of	Apes	and	Ivory,	Renee	La	Coste	Webster	Hall	Dance,	
March	23,	1917,	“Special	Inspections”	folder,	box	31,	C14P;	“Greenwich	
Village	Affairs,”	Resume	of	reports	on	cabarets,	1917,	16,	“Inv.	Reports	
on	Cabarets”	folder,	box	31,	C14P;	J.	A.	S.	[	James	A.	Seaman],	Report	of	
Investigator,	The	Liberal	Club	Ball,	Webster	Hall,	8th	[sic]	St.,	February	11,	
1917,	“Special	Inspections”	folder,	box	31,	C14P;	and	“The	Greenwich	Vil-
lage	Dances	at	Webster	Hall,”	Resume	of	Cabaret	Situation,	1917,	12,	“Inv.	
Reports	of	Cabarets”	folder,	box	31,	C14P.

15.	 Report	on	Derby	Cabaret,	Huron	and	Clark	Sts.,	December	7,	1923,	folder	
92,	JPAP;	Report	on	Erie	Cabaret,	Erie	and	North	Clark,	December	7,	1923,	
folder	92,	JPAP;	J.	A.	S.	[	James	A.	Seaman],	Report	of	Investigator,	Green-
wich	Village—shops,	March	31,	1917,	“Special	Inspections”	folder,	box	
31,	C14P;	H.	K.	[Harry	Kahan],	Report	on	Greenwich	Village	Hearth,	129	
McDougal	[sic]	Str.	betw.	W.	3rd	&	W.	4th	Str.,	May	31,	1921,	fourth	1920	
[sic]	investigative	reports	folder,	box	34,	C14P;	“Village	Raid	Nets	4	Women	
And	9	Men,”	NYT,	February	5,	1923,	17;	and	F.	Aery,	“Villagers	Go	Down,”	
Brevities,	August	8,	1932,	16.

16.	 Chauncey,	Gay New York,	235–37;	J.	A.	S.	[	James	A.	Seaman],	Report	of	
Investigator,	The	Greenwich	Village	Carnival	By	Glenn	Coleman,	Webster	
Hall,	April	6,	1917,	“Special	Inspections”	folder,	box	31,	C14P;	“Greenwich	
Village	Affairs”;	H.	K.	[Harry	Kahan],	Report	on	The	Jungle,	11	Cornelia	St.,	
July	4,	1922,	1922	investigative	reports	folder,	box	34,	C14P;	[Benjamin]	
Blinstrub,	Report	on	Derby	Cabaret,	680	N.	Clark	St.,	December	12,	1922,	
folder	93,	JPAP;	and	Rexroth,	An Autobiographical Novel,	162,	166–67.	For	
more	on	The	Jungle	cabaret	in	Greenwich	Village,	see	Chauncey,	Gay New 
York,	238;	Carl	Van	Vechten,	Diary,	October	22,	1922,	box	111,	CVVP;	and	
“Rum	Chasers	Get	4th	Boat	in	Week,”	NYT,	September	18,	1922,	26.	Van	
Vechten,	who	attended	The	Jungle	with	the	playwright	Avery	Hopwood	
and	his	lover	John	Floyd,	makes	no	mention	of	any	fairy	entertainment,	
noting	only	that	it	was	“a	tough	gangster	resort”	where	Hopwood’s	coat	
was	stolen.	The	New York	Times	article	relates	a	raid	on	the	resort	in	which	
The	Jungle’s	“singing	waiter,”	Ronald	S.	Macdiarmid,	was	arrested	by	
Federal	Prohibition	agents	for	serving	liquor.	The	Jungle’s	July	4th	enter-
tainer,	Rosebud,	is	most	likely	the	same	Rosebud,	Arthur	C.	Budd,	who	was	
arrested	in	a	raid	on	the	Black	Parrot	Tea	Shoppe	Hobo-Hemia	in	February	
1923	(see	chapter	4,	note	56)	and	who,	during	the	pansy	craze	of	the	late	
1920s	and	early	1930s,	performed	with	Jackie	Maye	and	Jean	Malin	in	vari-
ous	Times	Square	cabarets	(see	the	final	section	of	this	chapter).

17.	 Frederick	H.	Whitin,	General	Secretary,	Committee	of	Fourteen,	to	Dr.	William		
Adams	Brown,	Union	Theological	Seminary,	New	York	City,	November	14,		



NOTES TO PAGES 66–69

313

1917,	second	1917	correspondence	folder,	box	4,	C14P;	Samuel	P.	Thrasher,		
Report	to	the	Executive	Committee	of	the	Committee	of	Fifteen,	1921,	2,	
enclosed	with	Samuel	P.	Thrasher	to	Frederick	H.	Whitin,	Chicago,	Decem-
ber	8,	1921,	Committee	of	Fifteen	(Chicago)	correspondence	folder,	box	
10,	C14P;	and	carbon	copy	of	Mary	K.	Simhkovitch	to	John	F.	Hylan,	New	
York,	June	9,	1921,	first	1921	correspondence	folder,	box	5,	C14P.

18.	 Report	on	606	Cabaret,	606	North	Clark	St.,	December	7,	1923,	folder	
92,	JPAP;	H.	K.	[Harry	Kahan],	Report	on	Greenwich	Village	Hearth,	129	
McDougal	[sic]	Str.	betw.	W.	3rd	&	W.	4th	Str.,	May	31,	1921,	fourth	1920	
[sic]	investigative	reports	folder,	box	34,	C14P;	Frederick	H.	Whitin	to	
Harry	Salvin,	New	York,	August	31,	1918,	second	1918	correspondence	
folder,	box	4,	C14P.	For	more	extensive	and	artful	analyses	of	the	distinc-
tion	between	prostitution	and	“charity,”	see	Peiss,	Cheap Amusements,	
108–14;	and	Elizabeth	Clement,	Love for Sale: Courting Couples, Charity Girls, 
and Sex Workers and the Making of Modern Heterosexuality in New York City, 
1900–1945	(Chapel	Hill:	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	2006),	45–75.

19.	 Frederick	H.	Whitin	to	Harry	Salvin,	New	York,	August	31,	1918,	second	
1918	correspondence	folder,	box	4,	C14P;	Frederick	H.	Whitin	to	Mrs.	V.	G.	
[Mary]	Simkhovitch,	New	York,	June	13,	1921,	first	1921	correspondence	
folder,	box	5,	C14P;	Leslie	L.	Lewis,	“Superintendent’s	Report	1925,”	in	Seven-
teenth Annual Report of the Committee of Fifteen for the year ended December 31,  
1925	(Chicago:	Committee	of	Fifteen,	1926),	7;	and	Reckless,	Vice in Chi-
cago,	113.

20.	 “Nab	11	Young	Girls	in	West	Dance	Raid,”	NYT,	January	22,	1923,	17;	
“7	Arrested	in	Raid	Paroled,”	NYT,	January	24,	1923,	8;	and	“Dance	Hall	
Owner	Is	Found	Guilty,”	NYT,	April	21,	1923,	12.

21.	 “When	the	Village	Robs	the	Cradle,”	NYT Magazine,	February	18,	1923,	6.
22.	 Report	on	[Wind	Blew]	Inn,	[116]	E.	Ohio	St.,	March	9,	1922,	11:30	p.m.,	

in	Conditions in Chicago	(Chicago:	Juvenile	Protective	Association,	1922),	7,	
folder	145,	JPAP.	For	examples	of	advertisements	for	Towertown	night-
spots	in	campus	newspapers,	see	Announcement	of	the	Dill	Pickle	Club’s	
Halloween	dance,	The Art Student	(School	of	the	Art	Institute),	Fall	1916,	
270;	Advertisement	for	Bert	Kelly’s	Stables,	The Daily Maroon	(University	of	
Chicago),	October	17,	1924,	3;	ibid.,	January	9,	1925,	2;	Advertisements	for	
the	Dill	Pickle	Club,	The Daily Maroon,	October	26,	1928,	5;	and	ibid.,	Octo-
ber	8,	1929,	4.	

The	JPA’s	concerns	about	the	bohemian	influence	on	local	youth	
extended	beyond	the	boundaries	of	Towertown.	In	its	1924	annual	report,	
the	organization	noted	that,	after	several	Near	North	Side	resorts	had	been	
closed	down,	the	bohemian	influence	seemed	to	spread	throughout	the	
city.	In	the	Uptown	neighborhood,	they	discovered	“a	bizarre	place	in	
an	alley	at	Broadway	and	Clifton”	called	the	Side	Show,	which	was	quite	
popular	with	North	Side	high	school	students	who	no	longer	had	to	travel	
to	the	Near	North	Side	for	a	taste	of	bohemian	revelry	(Annual Report of the 



NOTES TO PAGES 69–71

314

Juvenile Protective Association for 1924 [Chicago:	Juvenile	Protective	Associa-
tion,	1925],	11–12,	folder	126,	JPAP).

23.	 See	newspaper	clippings	in	scrapbook	vol.	22,	WEDP.	Of	the	thirty-two	
revocations	of	cabaret	licenses	in	Chicago	between	1923	and	July	1930,	
sociologist	Walter	Reckless	found	that	Mayor	Dever	was	responsible	for	all	
but	four;	and	all	but	two	of	his	twenty-eight	revocations	came	during	the	
first	two	years	of	his	term,	1923	and	1924.	Dever’s	cabaret	closures	equaled	
the	total	number	of	cabarets	padlocked	by	federal	authorities	between	Sep-
tember	1925	and	March	1930	(Reckless,	Vice in Chicago,	114–15).	However,	
both	of	these	statistics	pertain	not	just	to	Towertown	but	to	the	entire	city	
of	Chicago	and,	in	Dever’s	case	at	least,	are	heavily	weighted	toward	the	
black-and-tan	cabarets	of	Bronzeville.	So	the	total	number	of	license	revo-
cations	and	padlocks	in	Towertown	during	the	1920s	was	fairly	limited.

24.	 “Air	Village	Doings,”	NYT,	June	2,	1921,	13;	and	“Unite	for	New	War	on	
Village	Evils,”	NYT,	January	25,	1923,	20.	For	additional	coverage	of	raids	
in	1921	and	1922,	see	“Says	‘Village’	Life	Caused	11	Suicides,”	NYT,	June	3,	
1921,	32;	“That	Vicious	Village,”	editorial,	NYT,	June	4,	1921,	12;	“Village	
Defended	in	New	Manifesto,”	NYT,	June	8,	1921,	20;	“All’s	Quiet	in	the	
Village,”	NYT,	June	10,	1921,	3;	and	“Conservatives	Have	a	Grievance,”	
editorial,	NYT,	May	13,	1922,	12.

25.	 Petition	against	the	Gold	Coast	House	of	Correction,	April	22,	[1925],	and	
a	memorandum	from	the	Acting	Captain	Commanding	28th	Distr.	to	the	
Superintendent	[of	Police],	May	4,	1925,	both	attached	to	a	letter	from	
Morgan	A.	Collins,	Superintendent	of	Police,	to	William	E.	Dever,	Mayor,	
Chicago,	May	11,	1925,	folder	28,	box	4,	WEDP.	

26.	 Report	on	Cabaret	Palace	Gardens,	Ontario	&	N.	Clark,	April	30,	1923,	
folder	92,	JPAP.

27.	 Hal,	“Plantation,	Chicago,”	“Cabaret	Reviews”	column,	Variety,	April	21,	
1926,	45;	Johnson,	Black Manhattan,	160;	and	Langston	Hughes,	The Big 
Sea: An Autobiography	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	1940),	223.

28.	 On	the	effects	of	the	Great	Migration	in	Chicago	and	New	York,	see	Drake	
and	Cayton,	Black Metropolis;	Osofsky,	Harlem; Spear,	Black Chicago;	Gross-
man,	Land of Hope;	and	Gregory,	The Southern Diaspora.	In	Chicago,	where	
the	population	of	“foreign-born	Negroes”	grew	from	664	in	1910	to	1,138	
in	1930,	the	impact	of	West	Indian	immigration	on	the	development	of	the	
city’s	black	community	was	relatively	negligible.	But	in	New	York,	where	
the	population	of	“foreign-born	Negroes”	swelled	from	11,757	to	54,754	
during	this	same	twenty-year	period,	West	Indians	came	to	constitute	as	
much	as	twenty	percent	of	the	city’s	black	population	(in	1920;	by	1930,	
they	made	up	slightly	less	than	seventeen	percent)	and	played	a	significant	
role	in	shaping	Harlem’s	black	nightlife	and	culture	(Fifteenth Census of the 
United States: 1930; Population, Volume II: General Report; Statistics by Subjects 
[Washington,	DC:	United	States	Government	Printing	Office,	1933]	67,	70;	
see	also	Philip	Kasinitz,	Caribbean New York: Black Immigrants and the Poli-



NOTES TO PAGES 71–77

315

tics of Race [Ithaca,	NY:	Cornell	University	Press,	1992];	and	Irma	Watkins-
Owens,	“Early-Twentieth-Century	Caribbean	Women:	Migration	and	Social	
Networks	in	New	York	City,”	in	Nancy	Foner,	ed.,	Islands in the City: West 
Indian Migration to New York	[Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2001],	
25–51).

29.	 Osofsky,	Harlem,	71–91;	and	Johnson,	Black Manhattan,	146,	158.
30.	 Osofsky,	Harlem,	92–123;	and	Johnson,	Black Manhattan,	145–69.
31.	 Chicago	Commission	on	Race	Relations,	The Negro in Chicago,	107–8;	

Grossman,	Land of Hope, 123–26;	Drake	and	Cayton,	Black Metropolis,	63	
(map),	8;	Spear,	Black Chicago,	11–27,	142–46;	and	Eddie	Condon,	with	
Thomas	Sugrue,	We Called It Music: A Generation of Jazz,	rev.	ed.	(1947;	
repr.,	New	York:	Da	Capo	Press,	1992),	133.	According	to	Drake	and	Cay-
ton,	while	“most	of	the	ordinary	people	in	the	Black	Belt	refer[red]	to	their	
community	as	‘the	South	Side,’”	they	were	all	“familiar	with	another	name	
for	the	area—Bronzeville,”	apparently	coined	by	an	editor	of	the	Chicago 
Bee	in	1930	when	the	newspaper	“sponsored	a	contest	to	elect	a	‘Mayor	of	
Bronzeville’”	(383).

32.	 Karl	K.	Kitchen,	“Karl	K.	Kitchen	Presents:	Gracie	Fields	Is	Finding	Out	
About	New	York—Tales	of	the	Town,”	unknown	newspaper	clipping,	n.d.	
[late	1930?],	in	scrapbook	24,	CVVP.

33.	 Eric	Garber,	“A	Spectacle	in	Color,”	in	Duberman,	Vicinus,	and	Chauncey,	
eds.,	Hidden from History,	322.	See	also	Bricktop	with	Haskins,	Bricktop,	which	
describes	Chicago’s	buffet	flats	as	“after-hours	spots	that	were	usually	in	
someone’s	apartment—the	type	of	place	where	gin	was	poured	out	of	milk	
pitchers”	(57).

The	proliferation	of	buffet	flats	attracted	the	attention	of	both	black	
and	white	reformers.	As	early	as	1913,	in	a	letter	to	New	York’s	Commit-
tee	of	Fourteen,	a	black	detective	bureau	in	Harlem	reported	the	presence	
of	no	fewer	than	371	buffet	flats	in	Harlem	where	“women	and	young	
girls	are	kept	for	various	entertaining	purposes,”	and	during	that	same	
year,	the	Chicago Defender	attacked	local	buffet	flats	for	enticing	“young	
women	.	.	.	to	come	and	meet	a	‘live’	one”	and	turning	the	young	men	
into	“p.l.’s	(prostitute	lovers)”	who	“throw	their	manhood	to	the	dogs”	
(Shepard	N.	Edmonds,	General	Manager,	Edmonds’	National	Detective	
Bureau,	to	Walter	G.	Hooke,	Secretary,	Committee	of	Fourteen,	New	
York,	May	22,	1913,	General	Correspondence—May	1913	folder,	box	2,	
C14P;	and	Little	Bo	Peep,	“The	Buffet	Flats,”	CD,	November	8,	1913,	4).

34.	 Ronald	L.	Morris,	Wait Until Dark: Jazz and the Underworld, 1880–1940	
(Bowling	Green,	OH:	Bowling	Green	University	Popular	Press,	1980),	esp.	
25–36,	58–62,	117,	120,	138–47;	Jim	Haskins,	The Cotton Club	(1977;	repr.,	
New	York:	Hippocrene	Books,	1994),	30–33,	74–75;	and	Kenney,	Chicago 
Jazz,	150–51.

35.	 Bingham	Dai,	Opium Addiction in Chicago	(Shanghai:	The	Commercial	Press,	
Limited,	1937),	90–94;	John	Landesco,	Organized Crime in Chicago	(1929;	



316

repr.,	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	1968);	Joseph	Spillane,	“The	
Making	of	an	Underground	Market:	Drug	Selling	in	Chicago,	1900–1940,”	
Journal of Social History	32.1	(Autumn	1998):	27–48;	“Black	Belt’s	Nite	Life,”	
Variety,	October	16,	1929,	1,	12,	quoted	in	“Is	This	Really	Harlem?”	NYAN,	
October	23,	1929,	repr.	in	Allon	Schoener,	ed.,	Harlem on My Mind: Cultural 
Capital of Black America, 1900–1968	(New	York:	Random	House,	1968),	
80;	Mezz	Mezzrow,	Really the Blues	(1946;	repr.,	London:	Flamingo,	1993),	
71–77,	208–16;	and	Edgar	M.	Grey,	“White	Cabaret	Keepers	Conduct	
Dives,”	New York News,	December	10,	1927,	newspaper	clipping,	“Harlem	
Report	on	Conditions”	folder,	box	82,	C14P.

	 	 Among	the	famous	whites	that	participated	in	the	drug	culture	of	
Harlem	and	Bronzeville	were	the	actress	Tallulah	Bankhead,	playwright	
Avery	Hopwood,	and	jazz	clarinetist	Mezz	Mezzrow.	During	the	late	
1920s	and	early	1930s,	Bankhead	sought	out	cocaine	in	Harlem’s	bright-
est	nightspots,	while	Hopwood	was	known	to	indulge	in	opium	smoking	
during	the	mid-1920s	at	Harlem	cabarets	such	as	Small’s	Paradise.	Mezz	
Mezzrow’s	drug	of	choice	was	“tea”	(marijuana),	which	he	first	started	
smoking	in	Bronzeville	before	becoming	a	dealer	to	some	of	Harlem’s	
most	prominent	entertainers	in	the	1930s	(Lee	Israel,	Miss Tallulah Bank-
head	[New	York:	G.	P.	Putnam’s	Sons,	1972],	132;	Van	Vechten,	Diary,	
March	19,	1925,	box	111,	CVVP;	and	Mezzrow,	Really the Blues,	71–77,	
208–16).

36.	 Report	on	[Royal]	Gardens,	[459]	E.	[31st]	St.,	Chicago,	February	25–26,	
1922,	in	“Conditions	in	Chicago,”	published	by	Juvenile	Protective	As-
sociation,	June	30,	1922,	9–10,	folder	145,	JPAP	(emphasis	added);	and	Bul-
letin	#1513:	Innocent	Girls,	[April	1922],	in	bulletin	book	14,	April	1922	to	
December	1,	1922,	box	88,	C14P.

37.	 “Night	Raid	Nets	83	in	Harlem,”	CW,	December	16,	1922,	2.
38.	 Ibid.;	and	Treasurer,	Committee	of	Fourteen,	to	William	F.	Fuerst,	Secre-

tary,	The	New	York	Foundation,	New	York,	October	28,	1927,	second	1927	
correspondence	folder,	box	6,	C14P.

39.	 Chicago	Commission	on	Race	Relations,	The Negro in Chicago,	323;	“Black	
and	Tans	and	Race	Riots,”	black	Chicago	newspaper	editorial,	[1920],	re-
printed	in	ibid.,	324–25.	In	a	similar	editorial,	the	Chicago Whip	remarked:	
“The	continual	tirade	is	made	because	these	agencies	object	to	SOCIAL	
EQUALITY	even	though	it	be	in	a	cabaret.	The	attack	is	not	made	on	CAB-
ARETS,	but	on	BLACK	AND	TAN	CABARETS.	More	ridiculous	than	all	is	the	
effort	to	name	them	among	the	causes	of	race	hatred	when	one	recalls	how	
well	the	‘blacks	and	tans’	get	along	together	after	midnight”	(“Black	and	
Tan,”	editorial,	CW,	April	24,	1920,	8).

40.	 “Time	for	Action,”	unnamed	Chicago	newspaper	editorial	clipping,	[	Janu-
ary	1923],	folder	109,	JPAP.

41.	 “Mayor	Closes	Entertainers’	and	5	Cafes,”	CA,	May	8,	1923,	scrapbook		
vol.	20,	WEDP;	“6	Black	and	Tan	Cafes	Divested	Of	Licenses,”	CT,	May	9,		

NOTES TO PAGES 77–79



NOTES TO PAGES 79–81

317

1923,	scrapbook	vol.	20,	WEDP;	and	“Mayor	Orders	Drive	on	All	Vice	
Cafes,”	CA,	May	9,	1923,	scrapbook	vol.	20,	WEDP.	For	further	examples	
of	the	use	of	such	rhetoric	in	prompting	a	January	1923	special	grand	jury	
investigation	of	police	corruption	and	illicit	activities	in	Chicago	only	two	
months	before	the	mayoral	election,	see	“Vice	Laid	to	Mayor,”	CT,	Janu-
ary	18,	1923,	1,	folder	109,	JPAP;	and	Jessie	F.	Binford,	“Director’s	Annual	
Report	for	Fiscal	Year	1922–1923,”	2,	supplement	I,	folder	13,	JPAP.

42.	 “‘Whitewash’	Cabaret	to	Balk	City	Closing,”	CDN,	May	10,	1923,	scrap-
book	vol.	20,	WEDP;	and	“Cafe	Adopts	New	Rules	to	Stave	Off	Closing	
Order,”	Chicago Post,	May	10,	1923,	scrapbook	vol.	20,	WEDP.	When	
Bronzeville	cabarets	actually	followed	through	on	such	pledges	to	bar	
black	patrons,	they	could	even	obtain	the	seal	of	approval	from	local	
reform	organizations.	During	the	spring	of	1926,	JPA	officer	and	investiga-
tor	Elizabeth	Crandall	reported	that	both	she	and	her	female	companions	
were	quite	pleased	with	the	conduct	and	entertainment	they	observed	
at	Bronzeville’s	Plantation	Café.	“The	show	given	at	this	place	was	clean	
and	full	of	life	and	fire,”	she	noted,	in	terms	suggestive	of	the	“primitive”	
qualities	many	slummers	associated	with	Bronzeville	nightspots.	Yet	the	
acceptability	of	this	cabaret	clearly	hinged	upon	the	fact	that	blackness	
and	whiteness	were	kept	carefully	separated.	On	the	first	night	Crandall	
visited,	“no	colored	patrons	were	present”	to	partake	of	the	lively	enter-
tainment	offered	by	the	club’s	black	singers,	dancers,	and	musicians.	On	
the	second,	there	was	only	one	black	party—“men	and	women	in	evening	
clothes”	who,	according	to	Crandall,	“appeared	to	be	of	intelligence	and	
importance	among	their	group”	(Elizabeth	L.	Crandall,	Juvenile	Protective	
Officer,	Juvenile	Protective	Association	of	Chicago,	to	William	E.	Dever,	
Mayor	of	the	City	of	Chicago,	Chicago,	May	12,	1926,	folder	29,	box	4,	
WEDP).	On	the	ability	of	black	and	tans	to	operate	without	licenses	or	to	
continue	their	operations	by	obtaining	injunctions	against	the	police,	see	
Kenney,	Chicago Jazz,	150.

43.	 William	E.	Dever,	“Black	Belt,”	unpublished	campaign	speech,	1927,	7,	
folder	61,	box	8,	WEDP.	For	coverage	of	the	arrests	of	Williams	and	Glaser	
and	related	raids	on	Chicago	black	and	tans,	see	“Black	and	Tan	Cafes	in	
Chicago	Raided,”	BAA,	January	8,	1927,	9;	Gentle	Jimmy,	“Williams	Denies	
Seducing	Girl,”	“News	and	Views	of	Shows”	column,	TLAHJ,	January	15,	
1927,	21;	and	“Black	and	Tan	Raids	on	Chi’s	Mixed	Places,”	Variety,	Janu-
ary	19,	1927,	47.

44.	 Jessie	F.	Binford,	Annual Report of the Juvenile Protective Association of Chicago 
from January 1, 1927, to January 1, 1928	(Chicago:	Juvenile	Protective		
Association,	1928),	11–12,	folder	126,	JPAP;	Kenney,	Chicago Jazz,	151–52;	
Samuel	B.	Charters	and	Leonard	Kunstadt,	Jazz: A History of the New York 
Scene	(1962;	repr.,	New	York:	Da	Capo	Press,	1981),	232;	“Squeeze	Me,”	
TLAHJ,	September	3,	1927,	5;	and	“The	Rambler,”	TLAHJ,	August	6,	1927,	
24–25.	Noting	the	continued	absence	of	such	major	black	and	tans	as	the	
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Plantation,	Sunset,	and	Entertainers’	cafés	during	the	spring	of	1928,	“The	
Rambler”	proclaimed,	“How	naked	it	now	looks,	and	forlorn!	The	blink-
ing	lights	from	scattered	shops	are	sparks	from	dying	embers	which	reveal	
yesterday’s	dead	pleasures	as	shadowy	spectres”	(ibid.,	March	24,	1928,	8).	
One	notable	exception	in	the	trend	toward	smaller	black-and-tan	dives	was	
the	December	1928	opening	of	the	Grand	Terrace	by	Ed	Fox	(an	original	
owner	of	the	Sunset	Café)	at	3955	South	Parkway.	The	Grand	Terrace	drew	
sizable	white	audiences	throughout	the	late	1920s	and	1930s	(see	Kenney,	
Chicago Jazz,	154).

45.	 Committee	of	Fourteen,	Annual Report for 1926	(New	York:	Committee	of	
Fourteen,	1927),	31;	George	E.	Worthington,	General	Secretary,	Commit-
tee	of	Fourteen,	to	Raymond	B.	Fosdick,	Bureau	of	Social	Hygiene,	New	
York,	December	5,	1927,	second	1927	correspondence	folder,	box	6,	C14P;	
Application	for	position	as	investigator	for	the	Committee	of	Fourteen,	
completed	by	Raymond	Alexander	Claymes,	1928	correspondence	folder,	
box	7,	C14P;	[Raymond	A.	Claymes],	“A	Brief	Summary	of	Conclusions	of	
Vice	Conditions	in	Harlem,	Based	on	Personal	Observations	by	Investiga-
tor,”	[1928],	4,	6,	“Harlem	Report	on	Conditions”	folder,	box	82,	C14P;	
Committee	of	Fourteen,	Annual Report for 1928 (New	York:	Committee	of	
Fourteen,	1929),	33–34,	“Committee	Minutes,	October	1925–December	
1929”	notebook,	box	86,	C14P;	and	Minutes,	Annual	Meeting,	January	24,	
1929,	2,	“Committee	Minutes,	October	1925–December	1929”	notebook,	
box	86,	C14P.	

Raymond	Claymes’s	employment	application	indicates	that	at	the	time	
he	was	hired	in	early	1928,	this	Howard-	and	Yale-educated	investigator	
was	on	leave	from	his	job	as	a	teacher	of	languages	in	the	New	York	City	
school	system	(a	position	he	had	held	for	five	years)	to	pursue	a	career	
as	a	classical	baritone.	A	thirty-five	year-old	native	Texan,	Claymes	was	
unmarried	and	lived	in	Harlem,	where	he	helped	support	his	sister	and	an	
aged	uncle	(see	Application	for	position	as	investigator	for	the	Committee	
of	Fourteen,	completed	by	Raymond	Alexander	Claymes;	and	program	for	
Second	Song	Recital	by	Raymond	Claymes,	Baritone,	Grace	Congregational	
Church	of	Harlem,	March	11,	1928,	1928	correspondence	folder,	box	7,	
C14P).

46.	 [Claymes],	“A	Brief	Summary	of	Conclusions	of	Vice	Conditions	in	
Harlem,”	4;	Minutes,	Directors’	Meeting,	May	24,	1929,	2,	“Commit-
tee	Minutes,	October	1925–December	1929”	notebook,	box	86,	C14P;	
Committee	of	Fourteen,	Annual Report for 1928,	6,	34;	and	Report	on	the	
Swanee	Club	(N.C.	[night	club]),	253	West	125th	Street,	in	“Night	Clubs	
and	Speakeasies	Located	on	Numbered	Streets,”	1929,	66,	“Speakeasies	&	
Nightclubs”	folder,	box	37,	C14P	(further	examples	of	January	1929	raids	
on	white-owned	Lenox	Avenue	black	and	tans,	including	the	Olympic,	the	
Blue	Point	Grill,	the	Victoria	Café,	and	the	Three	Friends	Inn,	can	also	be	
found	in	this	folder).	Despite	the	January	1929	raid	on	the	Swanee	Club,	
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it	apparently	managed	to	reopen;	Variety	counted	it	among	the	“11	class	
white	trade	night	clubs”	still	operating	in	Harlem	in	October	1929	(“Black	
Belt’s	Nite	Life,”	repr.	in	Schoener,	ed.,	Harlem on My Mind,	80).

On	the	previous	reluctance	of	federal	authorities	to	prosecute	white-
owned	black	and	tans,	see	[Claymes],	“A	Brief	Summary	of	Conclusions	
of	Vice	Conditions	in	Harlem,”	5–6.	In	a	section	of	this	manuscript	which	
was	not	published	in	the	Committee	of	Fourteen’s	Annual Report for 1928,	
Claymes	noted	that	“The	few	negro	owned	and	operated	‘speakeasies’	are	
continually	watched	and	hounded	by	the	police	while	the	95%	owned	and	
operated	by	whites	are	unmolested”	(5–6).	Claymes	further	reported,	again	
in	a	section	marked	for	intentional	exclusion	from	the	published	report	
by	the	committee’s	general	secretary,	that	a	“very	prominent	lawyer”	in-
formed	him	that	“an	active	public	negro,	friend	of	his	.	.	.	had	gone	to		
the	office	of	one	of	the	Federal	attorneys	where	a	negro	counselor	was	em-
ployed	to	protest	against	the	public	speakeasy	situation	in	Harlem.	He	said	
that	negro	Federal	agent	caused	to	be	raided	and	closed	about	three	places	
and	then	was	himself	‘shaken	down’	by	his	superior	officers,	being	ordered	
to	occupy	his	time	with	other	activities”	(6).

47.	 “Black	Belt’s	Nite	Life,”	repr.	in	Schoener,	ed.,	Harlem on My Mind,	80;	
Lewis,	When Harlem Was in Vogue,	242;	Lewis	A.	Erenberg,	Swingin’ the 
Dream: Big Band Jazz and the Rebirth of American Culture	(Chicago:	Uni-
versity	of	Chicago	Press,	1998),	13–14;	“The	Dying	Nite	Clubs,”	Variety,	
December	31,	1930,	32;	and	Max	Ewing	to	his	parents,	New	York,	Novem-
ber	8,	1931,	letter	718,	box	4,	MEP.

48.	 On	the	pansy	and	lesbian	craze,	see	Chauncey, Gay New York,	esp.	301–29;	
Garber,	“A	Spectacle	in	Color,”	318–33;	Faderman,	Odd Girls and Twilight 
Lovers,	67–79;	Mumford,	“Homosex	Changes,”	395–414;	idem,	Interzones,	
73–92;	Johnson,	“The	Kids	of	Fairytown,”	in	Beemyn,	ed., Creating a Place 
for Ourselves,	97–118;	and	Drexel,	“Before	Paris	Burned,”	in	Beemyn,	ed.,	
Creating a Place for Ourselves,	119–44.

Following	George	Chauncey,	most	scholars	refer	to	this	final	slum-
ming	vogue	simply	as	the	“pansy	craze,”	but	given	the	significant	role		
that	lesbians	played	in	the	popular	spectacle	of	homosexuality	that	perme-
ated	the	era’s	cabarets,	theatrical	productions,	pulp	fiction,	and	tabloid	
headlines,	I	have	rechristened	it	the	“pansy	and	lesbian	craze.”	Chauncey	
has	suggested	that	the	term	“pansy	craze”	was	used	by	participants	and	
observers	in	the	late	1920s	and	early	1930s,	but	I	have	found	no	evidence	
of	this	particular	term	either	in	the	primary	sources	quoted	by	Chauncey	
in	Gay New York	or	in	my	own	research.	Admittedly,	pansies	comprised	a	
larger	proportion	of	the	spectacle	that	attracted	urban	thrill	seekers	than	
lesbians	did,	and	published	accounts	of	this	trend	described	an	audience	
that	was	becoming	increasingly	“pansy	conscious”	(see	“Reversed	‘Pansy’	
Co.	By	Impersonators,”	Variety,	October	15,	1930,	38; “Female	Imperson-
ators	En	Masse	Play	as	Show	For	School	Children,”	Variety,	June	2,	1931,		
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1;	and	Alma	Mater,	“Hollywood	Lowdown,”	Brevities,	April	18,	1932,		
10).

49.	 “As	told	to	Harry	by	Herman,”	unpublished	field	notes,	n.d.,	folder	3,	box	
98,	EWBP.

50.	 Chauncey,	Gay New York,	227–44;	Faderman,	Odd Girls and Twilight  
Lovers,	67–79;	and	Stephen	Graham,	New York Nights	(New	York:	George	
H.	Doran	Company,	1927),	114.	Chauncey	mistakenly	attributes	this	
“Village	song”	to	the	“late	1910s”	(Gay New York,	227),	but	British	travel	
writer	Stephen	Graham	clearly	situates	this	line	in	the	context	of	his	mid-
1920s	visit	to	New	York,	setting	it	up	with	a	remark	that	suggests	the	line	
comes	from	poetry	rather	than	song.	Even	more	interestingly,	Graham’s	
reference	to	“fairies”	here	seems	to	apply,	perhaps	mistakenly,	to	lesbians	
rather	than	feminine	men.	The	relevant	passage	from	Graham’s	New York 
Nights	reads:

 Women dance together at the dining-dancings on Broadway but at the more 
fashionable resorts twi-feminine partnership is not tolerated. In the Village they 
dance together unashamed to a murmurous chorus of ‘fairies, fairies,’ and the 

Greenwich Village poet ’plains—“Fairyland’s not far from Washington Square.”

 This is something not imitated in London, where it may still be a charming com-

pliment to call a girl a fairy. (114)

51.	 Zorbaugh,	The Gold Coast and the Slum,	100;	and	Earle	W.	Bruce,	“Comparison	
of	Traits	of	the	Homosexual	from	Tests	and	from	Life-History	Materials”	(MA	
thesis,	University	of	Chicago,	1942),	11.	See	also	Johnson,	“The	Kids	of	Fairy-
town,”	97–118;	Faderman,	Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers,	67–79;	and	Chad	
Heap,	“The	City	as	a	Sexual	Laboratory:	The	Queer	Heritage	of	the	Chicago	
School,”	Qualitative Sociology 26.4	(December	2003):	457–87.

52.	 George	Chauncey,	“The	Policed:	Gay	Men’s	Strategies	of	Everyday	Resis-
tance,”	in	William	R.	Taylor,	ed.,	Inventing Times Square: Commerce and 
Culture at the Crossroads of the World	(1991;	repr.,	Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	
University	Press,	1996),	317–19;	idem,	Gay New York,	301–4;	Daniel	O’L.,	
quoted	in	George	W.	Henry,	MD,	Sex Variants: A Study of Homosexual Pat-
terns	(1941;	repr.,	New	York:	Paul	B.	Hoeber,	Inc.,	1948),	431–32;	and	Paul	
Sweinhart,	“Along	Broadway,”	ZTN,	April	12,	1930,	17.	In	Chicago,	the	
equivalent	cheap	lodging-house	and	residential	hotel	district	frequented	by	
homosexual	theatrical	performers	and	service-industry	workers	was	roughly	
coincident	with	bohemian	Towertown	on	the	Near	North	Side.	At	least	as	
early	as	1923,	the	Lawson	YMCA	hotel	on	Chicago	Avenue	had	already	
acquired	a	reputation	for	housing	“a	bunch	of	prick	lickers”	([unknown	
author],	“Conversation	with	Edwin	A.	Teeter,	[on	the	commuter	rail	from]	
Chicago	to	LaPorte,”	September	7,	1923,	4,	folder	11,	box	98,	EWBP).	On	
the	furnished	rooms	and	lodging	houses	of	Chicago’s	Near	North	Side,	see	
Zorbaugh,	The Gold Coast and the Slum,	69–86;	and	Meyerowitz,	Women 
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Adrift,	108–15;	and	idem,	“Sexual	Geography	and	Gender	Economy:	The	
Furnished	Room	Districts	of	Chicago,	1890–1930,”	Gender and History	2.3	
(1990):	274–96.
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Faderman,	Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers,	67–79;	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	
244–67;	Mumford,	“Homosex	Changes,”	395–414;	idem,	Interzones,	73–92;	
and	Drexel,	“Before	Paris	Burned,”	119–44.	On	the	greater	level	of	accep-
tance	and	toleration	historically	granted	to	lesbians	and	gay	men	within	
the	black	community,	see	bell	hooks,	“Homophobia	in	Black	Communi-
ties,”	in	her	Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston:	South	
End	Press,	1989),	120–26;	and	Drexel,	“Before	Paris	Burned,”	119–44.	
Chauncey	explicates	the	class-based	differences	in	the	level	of	toleration	
granted	to	lesbians	and	gay	men	in	black	Harlem	in	Gay New York,	253–57,	
263–67.

54.	 “‘Nosey’	Sees	All	Knows	All,”	CW,	January	29,	1921,	2;	and	IST,	May	24,	
1929,	10,	quoted	in	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	256	(emphasis	added).	

55.	 Edward	Franklin	Frazier,	“The	Negro	Family	in	Chicago”	(PhD	diss.,	Uni-
versity	of	Chicago,	1931),	233.	Although	the	content	of	the	original	field	
notes	that	Frazier	quotes	here	has	apparently	been	lost	to	history,	his	use	
of	an	ellipsis	followed	by	an	inserted	parenthetical	phrase—“	.	.	.	(female	
homo-sexuals)”—in	published	excerpts	from	this	document	suggests	that	
he	was	“translating”	one	of	the	slang	terms	(“bulldaggers”	or	“bulldykes”)	
commonly	used	by	blacks	during	this	era	to	refer	to	lesbians.

56.	 “Village	‘Joints’	Out	or	Tame,”	Variety,	May	6,	1925,	19;	Ware,	Greenwich 
Village,	238;	placard	advertising	John	Loughman’s	Dill	Pickle	Club	lecture	
entitled	“Buzzing	a	Broad	in	Bohemia,”	folder	27,	box	1,	DPCP;	placard	ad-
vertising	a	Dill	Pickle	Club	lecture	entitled	“Capturing	a	Millionaire	by	One	
who	lost	one,”	October	12	[1932],	folder	37,	box	2,	DPCP;	Ben	L.	Reitman, 
Sister of the Road: An Autobiography of Box-Car Bertha as Told to Dr. Ben L. 
Reitman	(New	York:	The	Macaulay	Company,	1937),	210;	placard	adver-
tising	Elizabeth	Davis’s	Dill	Pickle	Club	lecture	entitled,	“Will	Amazonic	
Women	Usurp	Man’s	Sphere?”	January	14	[1931],	folder	33,	box	2,	DPCP;	
and	placard	advertising	a	Dill	Pickle	Club	debate	between	William	H.	Seed	
and	Jack	Ryan	entitled,	“Shall	Society	accept	Intermediates?”	February	23	
[1930],	folder	34,	box	2,	DPCP.	The	Newberry	Library’s	extensive	collec-
tion	of	Dill	Pickle	Club	handbills	and	placards	provides	numerous	other	
examples	of	such	sexually	charged	lectures	and	debates	during	the	1920s	
and	early	1930s	(see	folders	22–30,	box	1,	and	folders	31–40,	box	2,	DPCP).

57.	 Jack	“Ziggy”	Mason,	“Malin	Was	Not	Queer!”	BT,	September	1933,	16,	11;	
and	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	314–18.

58.	 See	Chauncey,	Gay New York,	318–21;	“‘Pansy’	Places	on	Broadway,”	Va-
riety,	September	10,	1930,	1;	“Cabaret	Bills,”	Variety,	November	26,	1930,	
71;	“‘Pansy	Club’	Now	With	Racket	Getting	Bolder,”	Variety,	December	17,	
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Dying	Night	Clubs,”	Variety,	December	31,	1930,	32;	“Broadway”	section,	
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1930,	67;	“Cabaret	Bills,”	Variety,	November	26,	1930,	71;	“‘Pansy	Club’	
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60.	 Reitman,	Sister of the Road,	65;	“Shut	2	Night	Clubs,	with	Girls	Garbed	as	
Men,	and	Theater,”	unidentified	newspaper	clipping,	the	lesbian	scrap-
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Indiana	University,	Bloomington;	Faderman,	Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers,	
107;	untitled	field	document	beginning	“Told	to	me	by	a	Mr.	X.	who	has	
visited	some	of	the	queer	night	clubs,”	n.d.,	folder	11,	box	98,	EWBP;	and	
“Pansy	Parlors,	Tough	Chicago	Has	Epidemic	of	Male	Butterflies,”	Variety,	
December	10,	1930,	1.

61.	 Schwanda	Schweik,	“Chicago	World’s	Fairies,”	Brevities,	December	7,	
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April	1,	1932,	32;	idem,	“Bright	Spots,”	CA,	February	13,	1932,	8;	Advertise-
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1942	N.	Halsted,	Wednesday	Nov.	22nd,	1933,	11:30	p.m.,	Cover	charge	
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1942	N.	Halsted,	9/24/33,	11:30	p.m.,	folder	2,	box	98,	EWBP;	[Unknown	
author],	Field	report	on	“Visitors,	At	the	Subway	Bar,	Grand	at	Wabash	
Avenues,	Told	to	me	by	Don,”	n.d.,	folder	11,	box	98,	EWBP;	Bill	to	Jim-
mie,	[Saginaw,	Mich.],	[summer	1934],	typescript,	folder	11,	box	98,	EWBP;	
[Unknown	author],	“Some	Characteristics	of	the	Lower	North	Commu-
nity,”	unpublished	student	paper,	n.d.,	18,	folder	4,	box	156,	EWBP;	and	
Charlie	Dawn,	“Stan	Myers	Becomes	Master	of	Ceremonies	in	Morrison	
Revue,”	CA,	December	5,	1934,	15.	Although	the	K-9	Club	(located	at	105	
East	Walton	Place)	opened	some	three	years	before	the	beginning	of	the	
1933–34	Century	of	Progress	World’s	Fair,	its	peak	popularity	coincided	
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62.	 George	E.	Worthington,	General	Secretary	and	Counsel,	Committee	of	
Fourteen,	to	Mrs.	J.	Nelson	Borland,	New	York,	February	4,	1931,	third	
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but	largely	loses	sight	of	in	her	analysis	(130).

19.	 “Document	#52:	Dill	Pickle	Club,”	unpublished	document,	n.d.,	6,	in	“Doc-
uments:	History	of	Lower	North	Side	Community,	Chicago,”	CNS;	Cowley,	
Exile’s Return,	52;	and	White,	ed.,	Sherwood Anderson’s Memoirs,	521–22.		
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Harlem	Urge,”	IST,	March	10,	1932,	12).

43.	 “Theatre	Goers	Protest	Alleged	Vulgar	Dancing,”	NYA,	November	6,	1926,	
1.	See	also	“Find	‘Buffet	Flats’	Near	Best	Homes,”	CW,	August	26,	1922,	1.

44.	 R.	A.	C.	[Raymond	A.	Claymes],	Report	on	Sheep	Club,	2166	7th	Av.,	Base-
ment,	rear,	April	10,	1928,	3	to	4:10	a.m.,	“Sa-Su”	folder,	box	36,	C14P.	
This	nightclub	is	also	referred	to	as	the	Sheik	Club	in	another	Committee	
of	Fourteen	report	(Report	on	Sheik	Club,	2166	Seventh	Avenue,	April	9	
and	November	18,	1928,	included	in	the	compilation	report	of	Night	Clubs	
and	Speakeasies	Located	on	Avenues	and	Named	Streets,	1929,	108,	“Speak-
easies	and	Nightclubs”	folder,	box	37,	C14P).

45.	 Report	on	Schiller	Cabaret,	318	East	31st	Street,	November	25,	1922,	about	
11:30	p.m.,	folder	93,	JPAP.	The	director	of	the	JPA	agreed	with	the	black	
woman’s	assessment,	drawing	particular	attention	to	this	incident	by	citing	
it	in	the	JPA’s	petition	to	the	Criminal	Court	of	Cook	County	to	convene		
a	special	grand	jury	in	January	1923	to	investigate	the	police	protection		
of	vice	organizations	throughout	Chicago	(see	Jessie	F.	Binford,	petition		
to	the	Criminal	Court	of	Cook	County,	January	term,	1923,	folder	92,	
JPAP).

46.	 Roi	Ottley,	“This	Hectic	Harlem,”	NYAN,	May	5,	1934,	9;	and	“Broken	
Hearted	Wife”	to	the	Committee	of	Fourteen,	New	York,	March	17,	1916,	
fifth	1916	correspondence	folder,	box	3,	C14P.	According	to	the	letter,	the	
dives	in	question	were	“Doyle’s	saloon	at	126	st	&	Lenox	Av	and	also	.	.	.	
the	dive	at	the	s.e.	cor.	134	st	&	7	Ave”	(ibid.).

47.	 Butler,	“This	Harlem	Urge,”	12;	and	Roi	Ottley,	“This	Hectic	Harlem,”	
NYAN,	May	19,	1934,	9.	An	investigator	for	New	York’s	Committee	of	
Fourteen	observed	a	similarly	violent	response	to	a	black	man’s	solicitations	
of	a	white	woman	in	October	1915,	reporting	that	“a	white	man	punched	a	
black	man	sitting	at	the	next	table	to	him”	in	Barron	Wilkins’s	Astoria	Café	
in	Harlem,	when	the	black	man	supposedly	“insulted	the	white	woman	that	
was	sitting	with	the	white	man”	([David	Oppenheim],	Report	on	Astoria	
Café	[Baron	(sic)	Wilkins],	2275	7th	Ave.,	[October	1915],	17,	third	1916	
[sic]	investigative	reports	folder,	box	31,	C14P).

48.	 Floyd	Snelson,	“Cruising	Reporter	Remembers,”	NYA,	October	29,	1949,	12.	
Recounting	this	cross-racial	dance	over	twenty	years	after	the	fact,	Snelson	
recalled,	“She	said	she	had	never	danced	with	a	colored	man	before,	and	
expressed	her	enjoyment—and	needless	to	say,	I	was	pleased	and	some-
what	flattered—which	all	makes	for	a	wholesome	democratic	life”	(ibid.).	
And	Snelson	was	not	alone	in	suggesting	that	such	acts	of	slumming	could	
ease	racial	prejudice	and	injustice.	Inter-State Tattler	columnist	Bennie	
Butler	held	out	similar	hopes	for	white	female	slummers.	“Unlike	the	white	
man,”	he	wrote,	“the	white	woman	invading	Harlem	was	sympathetic	and	



NOTES TO PAGES 211–214

365
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