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			Introduction

			Dancers for Money

			America Meets the New Dancing Women of the 1800s, Recoils in Shock, and Yet Whispers “Come a Little Bit Closer”; The Hurdy Gurdy Girls, Burlesque Women, Little Egypts, and Taxi-Dancers of the 1800s–1940s

			When I was fifteen years old, I stowed away on a train for New York City. When I arrived, my best friend’s aunt sent me right back, on a Greyhound bus. During a layover in Syracuse, New York, I noticed a woman approaching. She sat down directly across from me and placed a little green suitcase at her feet. And as I wrote in my upcoming book, Finding Shelly:

			She was dressed in jeans, boots, and a tight t-shirt. She smiled at me, and we started talking. 

			“Where are you going?” she asked me.

			“Home,” I said. I then told her something about my adventures of the last thirty-two hours and she laughed. 

			“Where are you going?” I asked her in return.

			“Oh, just to another city for another job.”

			“What do you do?”

			“I’m a dancer. A stripper.”

			“Oh.” I didn’t quite know what to say to that.

			“It’s kind of sad really,” she continued. “My whole life is in that little suitcase.” She opened up the suitcase—it was one of those rectangular hard-backed numbers. Inside I could see just some feathers and chiffon and some high-heeled shoes, all sort of jumbled up. 

			“See,” she said. “Just little bits of things I throw on, and then throw off. That’s it. That’s all I do.”

			“Do you like your job at all?” I asked her.

			“No. I hate it. I hate every friggin’ asshole in every friggin’ bar.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that either. We sat in silence until my bus was called. Then she wished me luck and we said good-bye.

			Four years later, my best friend April Michelle would come to me with a proposal. She said, 

			“I’ve got this routine with beads. It’s really good. It’s classy. You could dance with me. We’d be on stage together again. We could be really good together.”

			Oh no. I couldn’t even think of it. Couldn’t stand the thought of it. Couldn’t think of her up there, dancing for money, stripping for money, the act hurting her . . . I knew it was hurting her . . . I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t know how to stop it. . . . She was my best friend and she was only nineteen. How could I make it stop?

			As it turned out, I could not make it stop, and within the year my friend was dead. She died of a gunshot wound to the chest. And I hated every part of what had put her there, including the stripping. As teenagers, we had shared many a stage, but never that one. And as the years went by, I looked at some parts of our story, and of other women’s, and I conducted a few studies of dancers—of taxi-dancers and marathon dancers as a historian, and of ballet and gymnastics as a student of them years before, and little bits about the West’s hurdy gurdy girls and the like—but I didn’t want to look at the stories of strippers. That would be much too raw, much too difficult. And besides, I tend to become immersed in my research projects, and I had no intentions of ever being—or playing at being—a stripper.

			And yet, not long ago I packed up a little green suitcase of my own, a rectangular hard-backed one, with little bits of this and that—dancing shoes and silk-chiffon, a sequined bra and bangles and beads—to dance in a downtown bar. I didn’t intend to strip, oh not too much, just a little burlesque in the background before my real number started. It was just going to be a little insertion of my own sense of humor, but hoots and howls soon filled the place, and well, it was pretty much a striptease that followed: my back to the audience I shimmied my hips and then my chest and pulled off my velvet overdress and then the opera gloves, one by one. The hair came down, and I turned. With my sequined bra flashing, a hip-scarf from Egypt sparkling, a long skirt swaying, and coins and beads jingling, I strutted out to CeeLo Green, the music full of sex and anger. It was a Halloween party, and I was one of the belly dancers. It was comedy, but it wasn’t. It was traditional, yet modern. It was once of the oldest female dances in the world transformed by cultural and historical changes and the experiences of the dancer. No one threw money at my feet, but in another venue, were I pleasing enough, they might well have done so. People do throw money at belly dancers. Or quietly leave it on the stage. They do not touch the dancers, not even in public performances.

			So why was I there that Halloween night, or at another show, two months later, at which I danced again before a larger audience, on a formal stage, first alone to a sad contemporary song dedicated to my brother, and then segueing with two friends to an upbeat Motown song? I was there because in spite of many suspicions to the contrary, belly dancing is very different from stripping and not part of that dance industry I so despised. I was there because belly dancing has survived, and of late has started to flourish, unlike some of the earlier forms of women’s dance that were viewed as immoral, or at least of questionable morality, and their performers sometimes accused outright of prostitution. And I was there because belly dancing is hard work but fun and offers a unique blend of historical depth and modern adoptability. And it has become women-centered.

			When Farida Mazar Spyropoulos—also known as Fatima—appeared at the 1893 World’s Fair held in Chicago—in flimsy clothing and sans corset, stockings, and shoes, and with her long hair left natural—dancing a style that eventually became known as belly dancing, people were scandalized. The exhibit was meant to give fairgoers a glimpse into the Middle East and Morocco, but for many the first “Little Egypt” exhibition was instead a view into a new avenue for vice. When Ashea Wabe performed a similar dance at a bachelor party on New York’s Fifth Avenue in 1896, a vice squad raided the party, having been informed that Wabe might dance naked. Even as Americans confronted this new threat to morality, some burlesque dancers were becoming more brazen, or so some people commented, while others were transitioning into a new form of performer—one who would appear in the new films as well as in major stage productions. Belly dancers would soon start filling the places that smaller burlesque performances and the declining numbers of hurdy gurdy girls (who had been paid by the dance generally, sometimes up to a dollar per dance, with the men handing them the money directly) were leaving, as well as creating their own niches.

			A decade later, as was true in some California cities and many other urban areas, Chicago’s downtown area saw a growth in taxi-dancing—wherein women would be paid by the minute for dancing with men. At “ten cents a throw” men could buy a dance with the woman of their choice. Residents protested that the “girls” were dancing inappropriately (although they generally specialized in ballroom-style dancing), and were perhaps performing other services for money. In some places, police raided the halls, and in other cities the halls were outlawed as supposed fronts for prostitution.

			In the 1920s and 1930s, many Americans lamented the rise of marathon dancing, through which some women managed to secure lodging and cash awards, sometimes thrown onto the dance floor, especially during the Great Depression. Marathons provided entertainment, yet some people deemed them inappropriate. In 1933, when fire swept through the Hampden Dance Pavilion outside of Bangor, Maine was brought into the national spotlight regarding marathon dancing, and not for all the right reasons. Even before the fire erupted, local police had raided the dance hall and made several arrests, the charges being violations of Maine’s blue laws. However, that same year, Americans flocked to watch Sally Rand perform her fan dance at the Chicago World’s Fair. People looked as closely as they could; she was rumored to be naked during part of her routine although she was actually wearing a bodysuit behind her feathers. Rand was better received than Fatima had been forty years earlier, and more warmly than were the contemporary “Little Egypts,” a name by then regularly given or taken by belly dancers, whose numbers had been growing over the previous decades.

			Then a new strain of vaudeville came over the nation, followed by new forms of belly dancing, and other, more risqué, burlesque came to stage and screen, and the misconceptions continued. Women worked in these newer industries in Maine and elsewhere to help pay the bills and to earn a living.

			Perhaps only a few women reached the fame of Sally Rand, but many women performed as taxi-dancers, marathon dancers, belly or hootchie-cootchie dancers, hurdy gurdy girls, and in other forms of dancing for money. Many—if not the vast majority—of these women were working class and danced in small or in large part for the money. As opposed to the more respected dance genres, these women were generally paid or otherwise remunerated by the individual dance or an individual performance, not by a paycheck or salary from a company or other sponsor. And most of them during the late 1800s and well into the 1900s were condemned for their work, with the validity of their work as even being a true form of dance often called into question. Misconceptions abounded as to what the women actually did, and why they did it. They were often compared with strippers (who by the mid-1900s had their own niche) or prostitutes, and although some may have crossed the boundaries, the vast majority did not, and most remained well clothed, or, for some women, unclothed only as much as a contemporary woman might be in her bathing suit. It is these women who are discussed in the following pages. In some cases a great deal is known about the individual dancers, dance halls, or theaters or clubs; in other cases, only small bits of their history survive. 

			I was a working-class girl, as was my friend April Michelle, although as a child I did not see it quite like that. Her family had more education and money than mine, but her mother was a single mother during part of the time when we were growing up, with six kids to feed and clothe, and April Michelle drifted into a world I could not enter. So did other girls I grew up with, and some of them died also, and some would ply their bodies for money, some through dance, some through prostitution. That was in northern New York state, but the same stories have been repeated elsewhere, including in Maine. And Maine has long enjoyed a tourist industry, as well as shipping, lumbering, and other industries, that have made the stage that much more beckoning, if it may be called that. So here are some of the stories of working-class and other women (and, in some cases, men) in the dance industries in Maine—and to some degree elsewhere, as the women and the dances often traveled from place to place.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Road to Perdition

			The Early Barroom Dancers, the Hurdy Gurdy Girls, the Circus and Fair Come to Town, Native Americans Perform, and the Dance Hall or Whorehouse Riot of 1849

			Discovering the dancers of early Maine history is troublesome. That women danced, and that some danced for money, is not in question. The question is, how many did so, where did they dance, and what dances did they do? In most cases, what happened in Maine reflects trends elsewhere in the nation. Although in some ways the trends were closer to those of New England in general, in other aspects they were more like those of the American West, as broad expanses of Maine remained wilderness and boom town areas reminiscent of those found in the West could still be found well into the 1800s and even, in places, the early 1900s.

			In general, dancing and public “entertainment” in almost any form was harshly condemned by the Puritan society of Massachusetts, which governed Maine until 1820. The Puritans who had control over early Massachusetts “regarded the playhouse as the direct road to perdition and they would countenance no such levity,” as one study determined.1 And dancing was seemingly even further along that road to Hell. Maine residents might wish to dance, and some did—indeed, some members of society held dancing parties and even balls in the revolutionary era, but they still risked being persecuted for such amusement. For example, in Portland (or Falmouth as the community was initially called) in 1766, two of the community’s couples were indicted for dancing. After the war, early theater did come to Maine in October 1794, to Portland, and the theatrical company risked including some “songs and impromptu dances” in at least a few of its shows. It performed at the Assembly Hall and called it the “New Theater.” A few other theatrical companies came to the community over the next few years.2 By the mid-1790s, after the infamous witch trials at Salem and other related terrors and developments, the Puritan hold on Massachusetts had clearly loosened, many Maine residents were clamoring for freedom from Massachusetts, and public entertainment would appear with increasing frequency in the cities and towns of Maine in the early 1800s.

			In Portland, the old Union Hall became a theater or playhouse during 1820–1829. Then, a small theater opened its doors for a brief period on Free Street, followed by a theater on Union Street soon thereafter. The newest playhouse burned down in 1854. Some performances were held, after 1866, the year of Portland’s Great Fire, at the new City Hall. Theater was now acceptable under certain guidelines, but female dancers were still scarce. However, in 1897 the Jefferson Theater opened in Portland at the corner of Oak and Free Streets, at a site that had once housed a convent. It initially offered primarily plays, but within a few years it would begin offering something else.3 

			Farther north, in the heart of Maine’s other population center located in Bangor (which at the time some people thought would come to rival Boston in terms of its population and commerce), women did dance in numerous shows staged at the Bangor Opera House, which opened in April 1882. The citizens and the local press gave the Opera House a warm welcoming, packing its seats for its initial shows. Some of the first offerings were amateur productions staged by locals, but traveling shows also appeared in various performances. These performances, however, were generally considered of higher moral content than were those of the backwoods saloons and stages and of the traveling circuses and fairs that became part of the nineteenth-century culture in Maine as elsewhere.4

			Previous to the opening of the Opera House, in 1838 the Bangor Theater had opened and brought numerous productions in from Boston and other cities during spring through autumn of each year. Hard times in the 1840s eventually caused the theater to close for a time—and be used as a stable—until another person purchased the venue and staged the show “Ten Nights in a Bar Room.” Other people subsequently owned or managed the theater, which eventually changed its name to the Bangor Athaeneum. The theater burned down in the 1850s in a fire caused by “fireballs which boys were throwing into the air.” A new theater was built on the same site, not as large as the previous one but still capable of seating 800 people with room for another 200 to stand. The newest theater also burned down after a short period. Then City Hall and a few other locations housed other shows until Norombega Hall opened in autumn 1855. It began shows for the general populace in 1856, and served as “the chief hall for amusements, and the number of traveling companies that have played within its walls [was] legion,” according to the Bangor Whig & Courier of 1882.5

			In 1877, the Buskin Club was organized and brought to Bangor “nearly two-hundred leading combinations.” The Opera House on Main Street would essentially replace that organization, which had started plans for the new venue in 1879. The Opera House was ultimately funded by subscriptions, a popular means of raising funds in the 1800s. The brick building could seat up to 1,100 people, with standing room for hundreds more. Dancing was part of the opening night’s play, Rosedale, and young dance students performed at the venue in the following days, dancing a variety of folk and other dances, including Turkish and Spanish numbers. In addition to these venues, musical performances and dancing were regular offerings of Bangor’s Music Hall.6 

			However, it was outside of the theaters and playhouses of Maine that the working-class women’s dance industries made their greatest impact or, at any rate, provided the most controversial entertainment. One form of dance that likely came to Maine in one semblance or another in the mid- to late 1800s was that of the hurdy gurdy girls.

			Hurdy gurdy girls may have been new to America in the 1800s; they were not new to the world. The hurdy gurdy girls had come out of Europe and initially served essentially as an advertisement venue. As Hessian farmers in Germany in the 1820s began making “wooden brooms and fly-whisks” during the winter months for sale, they found that using young women to sell their wares during the warmer months increased sales. The girls so employed would play the “hurdy gurdy”—an older string instrument that was said to resemble the bagpipe in sound but played by means of a hand-cranked wheel rubbing against the strings—while dancing. The hurdy gurdy instrument had fallen out of favor in the 1700s as it was considered vulgar, but then it experienced something of a comeback in the late seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries.7

			The new marketing scheme worked, and the practice of using dancing girls to increase sales spread through other parts of Germany, then to England and France. In many places, the dancing became the dominant feature of the performances, instead of the instrument. The sales of brooms and whisks then ended as the dancers moved to America and other places outside their homelands. A male agent often negotiated with families to secure permission for the family’s young women to travel and perform with him. The girls were then to send part of their earnings home, but the recruiters would take a good slice of their earnings.8 

			The hurdy gurdy dancers were usually young and attractive, and generally traveled in groups, sometimes in family groups. As they moved into the American West (and some boom towns of the East, including Maine—which had a booming lumber industry and some mining towns just as did the Trans-Mississippi West), the hurdy gurdy girls made their money by dancing with men in a direct exchange for money. As the decades passed, other women entered the business, many with no ties to the older traditions of Europe, and the price per dance sometimes reached as high as seventy-five cents to one dollar per dance or dance session. Tickets were frequently used, and a session might last five to fifteen minutes. The dancer generally had to share her earnings with the owner of the bar or the dance hall where she performed, and would often be expected to encourage alcohol sales as well as to entertain the men, who generally far outnumbered women in the general population. Instruments might be played by the dancers, but they often played violins or, more likely in terms of the style, fiddles, which the hurdy gurdy itself did resemble except for the crank-wheel and covered strings. And the fiddles might be played by people other than the dancers, generally by male musicians. The women’s partners were often rambunctious and sometimes lifted the young women up in the air as they danced.9

			The young women were generally pictured with their hair long and down, sometimes with puffed sleeves, sometimes with bare arms, their tops were generally low cut and their skirts calf-length, and their attire altogether was often considered scandalous. The women frequently wore makeup, sometimes dyed their hair, and their cleavage was evident. In some places, they may have had more of a peasant-type dress with a peculiar form of headdress one newspaper said looked like “the top-knot of a male turkey.” The reporter thought it hideous.10

			Yet, as author Jacquie Rogers, drawing on other research, has stated, “Hurdy gurdy girls were considered ‘good women’ by men, but usually not by ‘respectable’ ladies, the schoolmarms and bankers’ wives of the town.” As Idaho governor William McConnell expressed it in 1913, “These girls were pure women, who simply did the work they had bargained to do.” And, he stated, “The[se] poor girls, and they danced only because they were poor, had kind hearts and wonderful patience and forbearance.” What he did not explicitly state but did imply was that what the women had to endure was both the condemnation of the wider culture and the clumsy attentions of the men.11 

			Another source, the Sentinel, focusing on the Cariboo gold rush in British Columbia, concurred that the dancers were “from ‘poor’ but honest parents and normally speaking, are not what they are generally put down for.”12 And the male author did not seem to mean “put down at the end of a dance for.” As the years passed, more and more assumptions were made that the women were prostitutes, and in some cases this may have been true. However, dance halls sometimes had rules to try to safeguard the women both physically and from slander, including forbidding the girls from accompanying the patrons to their lodgings, forbidding any fighting, mandating that they all appear on the stage after a show or dance session, and requiring that they secure permission to leave their house (hence, they could not easily disappear with a customer). In some ways, their living situation sounds a bit like those of the young women and girls employed in textile mills in the East. The hurdy gurdy girls and their experiences had their counterparts in Maine, in the state’s many saloons and more disreputable dance halls, be the female dancers called “hurdy gurdy girls” or not.

			In Maine, there were dance halls from at least the mid-nineteenth century. Exactly what dances the women who worked in them performed is largely unknown, but they were clearly there and clearly a concern of local populations. City and town directories generally did not list dance halls—which, in the timber producing regions, might be considered quite similar to those in the western camps and young settlements where the hurdy gurdy girls performed. Women did dance for woodsmen and for sailors and shipbuilders along the Atlantic coast and along the larger rivers of Maine, and some for pay, but detailed evidence is scarce. One newspaper (the Bangor Daily Whig & Courier), however, indicated that hurdy gurdy girls did come to Maine and made at least an appearance or two in the early 1880s. Other dancers may have shared the same forms of dance and pay but were not identified specifically as hurdy gurdy girls. In the case of lumbering, some women might have gone to the camps to perform, but the population in any one camp or settlement was fairly small, and the evidence for this is lacking. However, men often traveled the rivers down or “over to” places like Bangor, which supported a larger year-round population and saw large numbers of sailors and lumbermen coming in regularly, and their antics appeared in local papers continually.13 

			In the larger cities, although they might not be found in directories, dance halls and saloons clearly existed by the mid-1800s and were often associated in the public mind with prostitution. Bangor had its “Devil’s Half Acre” with numerous saloons, dancing halls, and houses of prostitution, and Portland had its waterfront area—portions of it now known as the Old Port—which sported some of the same types of “immoral activities.” Arrests for some of the women of the dance halls or saloons appear in local police records.14 

			Other Maine towns and settlements, especially those where large numbers of single men—or men away from their families—lived or visited undoubtedly saw women dancing in their midst, and not just the accepted dance forms that existed prior to and during the 1800s. The coastline of Maine with its shipping activities, and the northern woods with their lumbering industries, were particularly open to such activities. The trains also brought in more customers, and dancers, by the last third of the century. Although the vast majority of women discussed herein were women simply looking for a way to make a living, a few probably did enter the nether regions of stripping and, as is discussed later, prostitution.15 

			Augustus King of Portland fits into a broad spectrum of issues in Maine related to rum and other forms of alcohol—especially beer—during the 1800s, as well as to working-class dance women and prostitution. Maine legally became a dry state in 1846, via legislation that would be strengthened a few years later. The 1846 law sought to end sales of liquor in Maine, but liquor remained widely available in one form or another just the same. Medicinal alcohol remained legal under the new laws, and some people made use of this loophole, while others smuggled alcohol in or made it on their own.16 Houses of ill repute were notorious for violating the liquor law, and, of course, were themselves illegal. Dance halls were essentially suspect no matter their other possible connections.

			Augustus King, like the more well-known—and a bit later—Fan Jones farther north in Bangor, owned a Maine brothel. The clientele of his brothel, as was true for Jones’s, included sailors. Both were located near the waterfront, Jones’s not far from the Penobscot River, King’s just up the hill from the ocean in Portland. Unlike Jones’s, however, King’s brothel included a dance hall or, rather, the dance hall was supposedly his true business, and the prostitution business was purportedly conducted nearby, in a hotel and sometimes in the so-called dance hall or King’s house. The two endeavors had a rather shady obfuscation, with the dance hall purportedly being the legitimate business while prostitutes and sailors and other men spilled from the one into the squalid hotel next door. King’s businesses were located on Munjoy Hill, in a neighborhood later demolished to secure gravel and fill for city streets.17

			The dance or prostitution business was not always peaceful. On July 4, 1849, a group of seamen created a disturbance at the dance hall, and King supposedly ran them off by shooting at them. Three weeks later, the men returned and fired five cannon balls into his house. King, his wife, and their child were sleeping together in one bed, and one of the cannon balls crashed through its headboard. On September 7, sailors returned yet again. This time there was a larger number of men involved, and they attacked King’s business with a swivel cannon. King returned fire, and as one local newspaper, the Eastern Argus noted, “In a better cause he would be quite a hero.” In this instance, the editor wrote more than once that the events on the hill were a “Disgraceful Outrage.”18

			King might not have been a hero—although his actions may indeed have protected some working girls from rape and other violence, and the Argus even noted that he asserted that “Providence” was protecting him and his house, and “he bears himself as a martyr rather than an offender”—but he was unique on the landscape. King had settled in Portland with his white wife, but he was a black man or, as the paper identified him, “this colored man who unquestionably has been keeping a house of prostitution on Munjoy.”19 The paper seldom mentioned the dance hall portion of King’s business in its coverage of the attacks and counterattacks.

			When he returned fire in September, King did so in earnest and wounded fourteen men and killed one. King’s “Disgraceful Outrage” was discussed for a couple of days running by the newspaper, as it sought to sort out just what had happened. At first, in spite of the offended tone of its coverage and not knowing the severity of the damage, the paper in a sense joked about the event, stating rather tongue in cheek that “it is high time this amusement in experimental gunnery was abated. The authorities better see to it at once—our notoriety in this matter is unavoidable.”20 Certainly it did make Portland seem a bit like a frontier city, which in some ways it still was.

			The Argus reiterated the events the next day, September 9, after the severity of the September 7 exchange was known, including the death of one of the men who had attacked King’s place. The Argus reminded readers that two months previously, when his house was attacked, King had fired back with buckshot, and stated that when the men returned they had placed their cannon in close range of King’s “den” and “came within an inch of destroying several lives in the house.” The guilty parties, in terms of the cannon shots, had not been apprehended to date. However, the Argus asserted, “Still King continued his nefarious mode of livelihood” even though “he ought to at once [been] taken in hand by the authorities.” Instead, the previous Friday, the “second round of this tragedy” had started.21

			On that Friday, “some sea-faring men, belonging to coasters lying in the harbor,” had gone to King’s establishment in the late afternoon or early evening, and had some further disagreement with King. They returned later looking to fight, and King had fired on them and wounded two of their number. A fire alarm was sounded, people rushed to see what was happening, and King, the paper stated, started firing on the crowd, irrespective of who was friend and who was foe. Several young men were wounded. One was initially presumed dead, but he apparently survived. However, before midnight, the attackers regrouped, secured a swivel cannon and powder, “and they fired two broadside” into King’s house. King and a couple of cohorts returned fire, were able to take control of the cannon, and kept firing until “the besiegers withdrew from the Hill.” While the fight was on, however, a Captain Snow had gone to the scene to find his men and was wounded so severely that he died that morning. His schooner soon left port, even before the coroner could be brought in, “with colors half-mast.”22

			Another local paper, the Portland Advertiser, also published news of the events. Not only did it note that several people had been wounded in the foray, it stated too that “a young lad . . . was shot badly in the back, and one of the women in the house received a shot in the arm, and a colored relative of King had the ends of his fingers shot away.” The paper noted that part of the crowd drove the “occupants from one of the houses, stove in the windows and doors, and, ripping open the straw beds, set the straw on fire.” Those small fires were extinguished “without doing material damage.” But another portion of the crowd, “finding the victory still doubtful, proceeded to the wharves, where they obtained a 6 pounder iron gun,” and brought it to the houses, where King and a few of “King’s adherents” remained, loaded the gun with stones, and shot it at the house two or three times, by which time King and the others had purportedly abandoned the property. The original crowd, the paper noted, was comprised primarily of sailors, and they had acted out of a “spirit of revenge” after being shot upon from King’s or a neighboring house. After King and his “adherents” had left the house, they had “skulked round in the outskirts of the crowd and fired whenever they got an opportunity.” Many of the wounded had been wounded rather far from King’s establishment, some down on Congress Street about a quarter of a mile from King’s place.23 The mayhem had not been contained to its original site.

			A crowd gathered on the Hill Saturday afternoon, according to the Argus, and at about 3:00 the city marshal and his deputies arrived and arrested King “and a co-adjuror named Thomas.” The marshal and his men also arrested “five bad girls, inmates of the house.” The girls were taken to the House of Corrections (a common New England institution in those days, where people who did not present a severe threat were housed). The Portland Advertiser stated that eight women had been arrested or removed from the two houses, along with King and his father-in-law. On Saturday afternoon, according to the Argus in its minute-by-minute coverage, rumor was circulating that “the bad houses in that vicinity will be razed tonight.” For the good of the city, the paper hoped that no such violation of law and order would occur.24

			Occur, however, they did. Or, at least one did. A mob assembled on Munjoy Hill, and in its notes from 6:00 p.m., the Argus noted, “The incendiary’s torch has been applied to King’s Dance Hall, (near his house) and it is now in flames.” According to the Advertiser, both the dance hall and King’s home had been attacked, the one set afire and the other had its windows smashed and sustained other damages.25 (There was no mention of what happened to any dancers who might have remained therein.) The mob fought back both the police and the firemen who tried to intervene. The crowd wanted to set fire to King’s house also but was forcibly restrained. By this time, the mob was estimated to number in the thousands, as people had continued to rush up the hill to see what was happening. The Portland Light Infantry (which had only recently been established and which just days before had marched through the streets showing off their new uniforms as part of a ceremony celebrating their organization26) was then called out to help local police quell the riot, later known as the Whorehouse Riot of 1849. “Missiles thrown by the crowd” injured some of the soldiers, and various other people were wounded as well. The following morning, Sunday, the fire continued to burn—a rather demented beacon upon a hill—as people continued to wander up to see the destruction.27 

			The Bangor Daily Whig & Courier (BDW&C) covered the news from Portland on its news page—the paper had essentially one of its four pages devoted to “news” at the time—and these entries were often “bullets” of a sort, brief pieces with a hand and finger pointing at the news paragraph. “The Riots in Portland” received more space than most state items, the longer items generally dealing with political or national issues. The paper stated that “On Saturday King and an accomplice named Thomas were arrested and committed to jail. Five girls were also arrested and sent to the House of Correction.” The paper, whose news brief came from a Portland source, did not categorize the girls as “bad” as had the Argus, but did note their arrests along with the men’s, as well as stating that the fire had been discovered at about 6:00 p.m., and that “in the evening a mob of about 1,000 or more assembled, intending to pull down King’s house.” Accompanied by the sheriff and the mayor, the police had been able to disperse the crowd without any further acts of violence, “further than the throwing of some volleys of stones, by which, is stated, a few of the soldiers were hurt, though not very seriously.” The Portland Umpire, a short-lived city newspaper, further noted that “the temperate but firm course of the authorities reflects much credit on them, and gives assurance that mob law will not be permitted to rule in our city.”28

			After his release from jail, King left the state, never—as far as is known—to return. The Advertiser was pleased to report on September 17 that King’s house had been sold. According to the paper:

			We have learned that the house and land on Munjoy belonging to Mr. King that has been the source of the late disturbances, has been purchased by Chas. Q. Clapp Esq. King will not again occupy the premises. Our city is thus relieved of the fear of further disturbances on account of this obnoxious place, and hope that we shall hear of no more violations of order and law under pretenses of punishing this odious offender.29 

			In the short term, the Advertiser would be granted its wish, but the Whorehouse Riot of 1849 would have something of a sequel in another mob revolt involving a dance hall almost a century later.30

			Maine was in some ways still a frontier state in the 1840s, especially its northern and western sections. As one quip in the BDW&C noted in May 1849:

			The Kennebec papers caution people to beware not to expose themselves to highway robbers on the road between the two sister villages of Augusta and Hallowell. It is very kind to give the warning but it would be better to maintain a watch until the danger be removed.31 

			Individuals taking measures to protect their own property were not unheard of at the time Augustus King took matters into his own hands. Augusta, Maine, did not become the state capitol until 1827 and in 1849 was still considered a village. By 1890, Augusta would have a little over 10,500 residents and then grow to almost 11,700 people in 1900, whereas Bangor had over 19,000 people in 1890 and almost 22,000 in 1900, plus 3,000 to 4,000 more people lived just across the river in Brewer. Portland had over 36,000 people in 1890, and by 1900 some 50,000 people lived in Portland while another 6,000 people resided in South Portland. Lewiston had over 21,000 people by 1890 with another 11,000 people living across the river in Auburn. Houlton’s population in northern Maine was about that of Brewer, where Ellsworth and the Downeast coastal communities had fewer people than Houlton. The Portland and Bangor regions had the largest population bases when one included the surrounding towns and cities, and generally attracted the largest share of working-class dance industries in the 1800s and into the 1900s and beyond. The Lewiston–Auburn area, perhaps because of its purportedly more conservative culture for much of the era but also because one could take the trains and other vehicles down to Portland and Old Orchard Beach quite easily, did see dancers perform throughout the period, but not in the numbers one might otherwise have expected based on its population.32 

			Saloons, taverns, and dance halls dotted the Maine landscape. However, Augustus King had the distinction of defending what appears to have been a bordello, and what certainly was a dance hall, one where women clearly were paid to dance for or with the men. Yet King’s may not have been the first dance hall—although it may well have been the first of its type—to be established by an African American on Munjoy Hill. By at least the 1830s, according to one source, there existed a “Negro Dance Hall” on Munjoy Hill. No details were provided. Years later, the Kemp family, some of whose members had escaped slavery in the South, would perform songs, dances, and skits in Maine and other New England locations. Soon thereafter, when vaudeville arrived, numerous black entertainers, including female dancers, would appear in the state. None, however, would become as notorious as Augustus King and his female dancers, except, perhaps, the women at the center of a 1943 riot.33 However, many famed black musicians and singers would bring their talents to Maine, to vaudeville houses, theaters, dance halls, and clubs. 

			Even after the riot on Munjoy Hill, Portland had problems with lawlessness. Perhaps augmented by events on Munjoy, as reported in Portland and Bangor, “The number of criminal cases before the Municipal Court, Portland, since January last, thus far exceeds four hundred, being larger than the number for the whole year previous.” A number of men were arrested involving the events on the hill, but certainly many others swelled the number of prosecutable cases to that number of four hundred.34

			Elsewhere, while King was having his original skirmish with the sailors in July 1849, other people in the state were more concerned with the cholera epidemic, especially in Bangor where cholera killed some 258 people in 1849 alone. The BDW&C published accounts every day it published (six days per week) on the latest death tolls and the numbers of cases as reported by the city health officer, and Portland covered the epidemic as well, publishing some of the Bangor deaths as well as those in other states. These reports would continue to come in subsequent years, as disease continued to exert a high toll on the population. Other news items were upcoming elections and the celebrations held for the Fourth of July, which in Bangor included a march by local youth and those who might wish to join them, a talk and a song on temperance, a performance by the Bangor Brass Band, and in Portland, fireworks were set off from Munjoy Hill—not far from King’s establishment—after a procession through the major streets ended on Munjoy.35

			What all Maine newspapers reported continually were arrests for drunkenness, even though a general prohibition on alcohol had started in Maine even before the 1849 events on Munjoy Hill. Events such as the Whorehouse or Dance Hall Riot only strengthened the desire of prohibitionists to crack down harder on those who drank and those who supplied alcohol to them. Calls for cleaning up disreputable houses and strengthening the 1846 liquor law resulted in the passage in 1851 of what became known as the Maine Law, considered the first truly statewide prohibition law in the nation and one upon which numerous other states modeled their prohibition legislation. Americans drank an astounding amount of alcohol in the 1800s, as they had in the 1700s, and, not surprisingly, problems with enforcing prohibition continued, especially with farmers and others continuing to produce hard cider and wine from apples, and skirting the law in other ways. The Maine Law allowed for the production and sales of “mechanical” and “medicinal” liquor, which produced a few more loopholes. In addition, corruption was not unheard of, even within the various law enforcement agencies. More than one supposed Maine law-keeper in the 1800s was
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