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When my editor, Erin Turner, talked with me of writing a book about California’s red-light history, I was elated. I have always loved California’s intriguing history, from the days of the ranchos, to my 1960s childhood in Pasadena, to my beach-going days in San Diego, Laguna Beach, and Dana Point. Even when I visit today, certain sights and smells bring memories of my time there flooding back. Researching this book has been quite satisfying. It has reminded me of the ice plant and ivy-enveloped overpasses along the freeways. And the front yards and honeysuckle-filled back alleys of my childhood. I recall the sweet, musty smell of the house my godmother, Irene Smith, lived in. Irene was quite the party girl of yesteryear. Her first job was selling encyclopedias from her car with a girlfriend. After caring for her ailing mother in San Diego, she went to work at the Hotel del Coronado as a waitress. She married twice—first to a gambler and, after he died, to my godfather, Parker. She wound up a cheerful, sweet, and fun little old lady from Pasadena. My mother and I always wondered if Irene was a good time girl herself, but having no proof of that, I am satisfied with thanking her for encouraging me and inspiring me in my writing.
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CHAPTER 1






Gilded Girls: The Courtesans of California’s Mining Camps

The mining and logging camps scattered throughout California were numerous and diverse. Gold remained the highest mineral on the prospector’s list, but there were other interests as well, mainly silver and even borax. Beginning in the 1840s, gold discoveries brought a slew of settlers from all over the world. Instant wealth was on the mind of many a miner as prospectors scrambled for their share of the gold. They came by ship or in wagons, afoot, or on horseback across the barren and hot deserts between California and the rest of the United States. Over time, anything from small camps to blooming metropolises could be found along the coast, in the deserts, or high in the mountains.

In 1848, gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill on the present site of Sacramento, which was first called Coloma. Stories vary about who first came across the gold; one story credits mill owner John Sutter and his carpenter, James Marshall, who tried to keep the find a secret. It wasn’t hard to do, since the area had but few Anglo settlers anyway. When general store owner Sam Brannan got wind of the discovery, however, he filled a small bottle with the stuff and proceeded to budding San Francisco. There, he rode down Montgomery Street calling out, “Gold, gold from the American River!” The rush was on.1


Sutter, who stood to become quite wealthy, began calling his mill Sutter’s Fort. The infant camp was a logical stopping place, since new arrivals could gather information and supplies there. But Sutter, and many others, would be fairly trampled in the wake of thousands of prospectors who swarmed into California looking to get rich. In time, additional gold discoveries would be made east, north, and south from Sacramento. On the northern coast and inland, places like Crescent City, French Gulch, Happy Camp, Orleans, Redding, Shasta, Weed, Whiskeytown, and many others sprang up. One camp, Douglas City, was initially occupied by Native Americans—until Pierson B. Reading discovered gold along the Trinity River. The settlement was quickly overrun, an event that did not please the inhabitants. During a skirmish with settlers, an entire village was killed with the exception of two small girls and a boy. The latter child managed to hide, raised himself, and became known as “Indian Bob.” One of the girls, christened Ellen Clifford, was raised by whites and eventually moved to Weaverville. The other child was taken in by an Anglo woman and later sold to a teamster for forty-five dollars.

Naturally, the majority of the first Anglo settlers in California’s gold-fields were men, and most of them were in dire need of female companionship. One prospector remembered that he “went to minin’” in what he called “the Amador” (possibly the creek of the same name in today’s Amador County). At “first they wasn’t a woman in a hundred miles,” he noted. “And when one did come in one day on a wagon, the men all run to look at her as if she was a show. Better she’da stayed away, an’ twenty more like her that come in when the diggings [sic] began to pan out rich. I believe every woman was the cause o’ fifty fights an’ one or two deaths.” The miner further commented that it angered him to see the men fight, because “they knowed [sic] jest what they was—men that had mothers an’ sisters back in the States, an’ some of ‘em sweethearts an’ wives.” The women who appeared, he said, “was mostly Mexican women, an’ some Chilayanos an’ South Spainers; an’ somehow it was a sort o’ comfort to me that there was hardly ever an American woman among the lot.”2

The man did not comment about the enslaving of Native American girls nor the sex trafficking of young women from Mexico, South America, and the Pacific Islands. No commentary was given either about the Chinese women and children who would be imported from their native lands to serve as prostitute slaves. But while these poor girls were traded and sold like chattel, Anglo men also began yearning to see their own countrywomen. Advertising for mail-order brides was soon appearing in eastern newspapers. One paper in Valparaiso, Indiana, read, “Wanted. Two hundred girls, white, poor, and of irreproachable conduct, not altogether destitute of grace and beauty, to be shipped to CALIFORNIA, and to be there honorably married to the thousands of North Americans and other foreigners who have made their fortunes in the mines, and desire to get married.” The advertisement went on to give more particulars, requesting priests to accompany the girls, or their fathers, who would receive half-price passage. Only one trunk per person was allowed, and no advance money was required—but it was made clear that the ships “will not receive any other class of passengers” and would remain in San Francisco for two months.3

The virtuous women who would surely answer such advertisements and come west were soon countered with a handful of Anglo floozies, who traveled any way they could to California’s gold camps. Placerville, established in 1848, was just one of these places. In January 1849, five men attempted to rob a Mexican gambler and were arrested. There being no jail in which to hold the robbers, a jury of twelve men was selected and ordered the thieves “to receive each thirty-nine lashes.” Next, it was discovered that three of the men—two Frenchmen and a “Chileno”—had participated in another robbery and attempted murder elsewhere. A second trial was held, during which the three men were unable to stand up, let alone speak in their own defense, due to the lashes applied to them from the other trial. The men were found guilty and hanged by an angry mob of drunken miners. Thereafter, Placerville was nicknamed “Hangtown.” Placerville also had its own little ditty about the wayward women who settled there:


Hangtown gals are plump and rosy,

Hair in ringlets mighty cosy [sic];

Painted cheeks and gassy bonnets,

Touch them and they’ll sting like hornets.4
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More and more prospectors came to California as news of the gold rush continued spreading. Stories were told of nuggets being found when a man simply pulled up his tent stake or while cleaning out a cooking pot. The precious metal, it seemed, was literally everywhere. Hundreds of mining camps, most of them temporary, sprang up to house thousands of people. More often than not, these same places would shrink down to nothing once the gold supply was depleted. One such place, Columbia, was founded in 1850. The population was twenty thousand people one year and only five hundred citizens the next.

One of the best-known tales of Columbia occurred during its heyday in 1855. Former prostitute Martha Carlos had retired from her profession and married John Barclay or Barkley in the fall. The newlyweds opened a saloon together. All was bliss until one John Huron Smith came into the saloon, drunk, and demanded to be served. When Martha refused, Smith gave her a “hard shove.” Smith’s timing could not have been worse, for the insult was witnessed by Barclay as he entered the room. The incensed husband shot Smith dead. Barclay was immediately tried for murder, the crowd siding with the drunken Smith rather than a man who had married a fallen woman. A short time later, Barclay was hanged from a water flume for defending his wife.5 The widowed Martha was forced to return to her profession as a prostitute and was employed as such at nearby Sonora in 1860.

By the time of John Barclay’s untimely death, most of California’s gold camps sported a red-light district, or at least some fancy girls. Mokelumne Hill, founded in 1848, became a rough settlement with shootings, wild women, and Chinese sex slaves. When the Hotel de France (now known as Hotel Legèr) was built, the structure served as a courthouse, gambling den, post office, and saloon. Allegedly, a tunnel ran under the hotel that led to a brothel across the street. Later, another building was constructed expressly for keeping enslaved Chinagirls who were regularly auctioned off to men.


There were more: At Coulterville, founded in 1850, a saloon and fandango hall was in place within a year. Whiskeytown also was founded in 1850 after two barrels of whiskey being lugged into the new camp fell off a cliff, along with the mule carrying them. It took two years for the first white woman to make an appearance in Whiskeytown, but by the latter part of the decade a man known as Bon Mix was running a saloon and dance hall. The women working for him were deemed “young ladies of probable virtue,” but real women of the night were available in a “small row of cribs” at the edge of town.6 All of these places, and more, featured a raw, frontier lawlessness that left newcomers from the East aghast. Only the short-lived mining camp of Quartzburg, in Mariposa County, was able to quell the gaggle of murderers, harlots, and gamblers who quickly invaded the camp. The “peaceful element,” according to one source, managed to eject all of them from the budding town. Many of those thrown out of Quartzburg simply moved down the road a bit to another camp, Hornitos.7

By 1851, shady ladies were rampant in California’s gold camps. Shortly after Sonora was founded by a group of Mexicans, American prospectors moved in and were soon followed by “the lowest elements” of white men. Gambling houses, opium dens, and bordellos were soon added to Sonora’s growing businesses.8 Given the number of wayward women infiltrating such places, it is not surprising that the only legal hanging of a woman in California was a prostitute at Downieville on July 5, 1851. Her name was Josefa “Juanita” Loaiza-Segvia, and she was a just-retired prostitute who lived with a man identified only as Jose. The night before her death, one Frederick Alexander Augustus “Jack” Cannon was well into his cups when he stumbled and accidentally fell through the door of Juanita’s house. Cannon’s two friends picked him up, and the three went on home without incident.

The next morning, Cannon and a friend made the fatal error of stopping by Juanita’s home to offer a more sincere apology.9 Juanita, described as “23 years old and a very beautiful petite woman” with “long black flowing hair” and a “hot blooded personality” answered the door, along with Jose. As Cannon spoke to the couple, Juanita suddenly lost her temper and stabbed the man with a “large bowie knife.” The weapon pierced his heart and killed him instantly. The townspeople’s reaction was immediate. A mob formed, held a quick trial, and sentenced Juanita to hang. She met her fate at a bridge over the Yuba River. Legend states that Juanita “threw her hat to a friend and said, ‘Adios, señores,’” before placing the noose around her neck herself. Then her hands were tied as a white handkerchief was knotted around her eyes. A pistol was fired, and Juanita “dropped three feet to her death.”10 Another source claims a physician who verified that Juanita was pregnant tried to save her, but was “compelled to leave the district” for attempting to do so. Whether he was the same man who was “dragged bodily from the platform of the scaffold and literally kicked out of town” is unknown.11

One of the more famous visitors to the California gold camps in 1851 was Louise Clapp, better known as the writer Dame Shirley. Louise arrived at the budding town of Rich Bar and took up quarters at a former brothel which was then known as the Empire Hotel. The lady gave a lively description of the hotel, which still exhibited shades of its bawdy past. “The Empire is the only two-story building in town,” she noted, with “two or three glass windows” and built of “planks of the roughest possible description.” Inside was a virtual Ali Baba’s cave for such a primitive town. The first floor contained a barroom “with that eternal crimson calico which flushes the whole social life of the Golden State with its everlasting red, in the center of a fluted mass of which gleams a really elegant mirror, set off by a background of decanters, cigar-vases, and jars of fruit; the whole forming a tout ensemble of dazzling splendor.”

Upstairs, “on each side of a narrow entry, are four eight-by-ten bedrooms, the floors of which are covered by straw matting.” Each was furnished with “little tables covered with oilcloth, and bedsteads so heavy that nothing short of a giant’s strength could move them. Indeed I am convinced that they were built, piece by piece, on the spot where they now stand.” Louise further wrote that the “entire building is lined with purple calico, alternately with a delicate blue, and the effect is really quite pretty.” It did not escape Louise that the place was built by gamblers and cost eight thousand dollars to be used as a brothel by “unfortunates.” By the time she arrived, however, the harlots had moved on and there were only four other women living in Rich Bar.12

Rich Bar was smack-dab in the middle of today’s Plumas National Forest, but by 1852 good time girls were finding quarters all over the state. They were not always welcome. At Cold Springs, William H. Hampton recalled that some people “tore down a house of ill fame and destroyed all of its effects.” At Shasta in October of 1855, Frank Golden was found guilty of running a house of prostitution and fined $410 dollars or forty days in jail. The man chose the latter punishment. A day later, prostitutes Luisa Howard and Matilda Maranda also were fined $250 and $300, respectively. Matilda apparently ran her own bordello; the story about her arrest in the October 10 issue of the ShastaCourier was accompanied by an advertisement for the sale of her place, Trinity House, “cheap and for cash.”13

In Inyo County, silver was discovered by Mexican miners at Cerro Gordo in 1865. Within a short time numerous mines appeared, and by 1868 folks were flocking to the new town. Among them were Anglo capitalists from San Francisco, who formed the Union Mining Company and quickly bought up all the claims they could. By 1870, “several saloons and two houses of prostitution” were available to entertain the miners, a group which consisted of white men but also Mexicans who stayed on as wage labor.14 One of the town’s most prominent and wealthy madams was Lola Travis, a veteran of gold rush California since about 1850. Lola’s given name was Delores Treviso. She was a native of Mexico and was only thirteen years old when she first appeared in the census at the camp of Sonora with her two younger brothers, whom Lola supported by working in a fandango hall. By 1853 she had given birth to the first of three children, who came along in quick succession. Long after the father of her children died, Lola and her family (which now included her mother) moved to Lone Pine in 1867. Lola had made enough money not just to support her family, but also to buy a lot on which to build her first saloon. She became a respected member of the community, known for running a clean business and using her profits to feed her mother, brothers, and children—the latter of whom were housed away from the saloon and attended school.

Unfortunately, Lola was not the best mother. One source says she was “harsh, unforgiving and sometimes violent, often hitting” her children hard enough to leave a scar. Such was the price to pay for a mother who was the sole support of her brood. Lola invested her money in other places such as Sageland, where she met saloon owner George Snow. The man would later move to Cerro Gordo; Lola followed after the birth of another child. In 1871, Lola was able to buy out Snow’s saloon property and other lots. Soon, a “string of cribs” were lined up behind a fandango hall owned by Lola. At the other end of the street was her only competitor, Petera Romero aka “Mrs. Moore.” Petera ran a place known as “Waterfall’s” or the “Waterfall.”15

Fights, shoot-outs, and other violence were common at Lola’s. From the rough residents of Cerro Gordo, the lady really could expect no less. These incidents, as well as her wealth, her habit of fancy dress, and being “adorned with gold jewelry,” made Lola well-known throughout the entire region. Everyone knew about “Lola’s Place,” and plenty of bad men and women visited there. Newspapers were rife with shootings there, but Lola was helpless to do much about it. She did, however, donate to the building of a new jail in Cerro Gordo. Petera Romero also donated to the effort, but both women stubbornly refused to abide by a new law in 1872 which forbade opening on Sundays. Lola, Petera, and two other saloon owners were taken to court and fined between ten and fifteen dollars each. Lola was already a familiar face around the county courthouse at Independence, which she visited regularly to assure her property taxes and business licenses were up to date. Besides breaking the new law in 1872, Lola had one other issue: She had kept her house and saloon in Lone Pine, which fell during a large earthquake in March. Lola rebuilt, and some of her family members eventually moved there to live.16

In 1875 Lola expanded her business again, this time to the budding camp of Darwin. As before, her new brothel did well but also suffered from occasional violence. In about 1877, a customer named Felipe Perades showed up but was turned away because Lola was busy with another man. The infuriated Perades accused the madam of only liking “gringo sons of bitches” and threatened her with a knife. He was ousted from the house but lingered outside. When he saw Lola’s shadow against a window curtain, he lunged at it with his stiletto—and missed. Lola returned the gesture by opening her door and shooting the man in the hip. He died a day later. Lola was taken to trial but acquitted of murder. Even the Coso Mining News supported the lady’s claim of self-defense.17

Darwin and Cerro Gordo eventually began failing due to a decline in mineral production. Then in 1880, Waterfall’s (which had become a residence) caught fire. The ensuing blaze burned many businesses, including Lola’s dance hall and home. Her losses increased even more when a thief broke into her Lone Pine home and stole her jewelry. Lola wisely took a husband, Refugio Moreno, who was nearly twenty years younger than she and soon opened a saloon in Lone Pine. Theirs was wedded bliss for about three years, until Lola left her husband in 1883 and set out for Mojave. Most of Lola’s old properties were now worthless, but with almost all her children grown, she had a chance to start over. Another fire, however, burned her out. The willful woman moved again, this time to Tehachapi where she met railroad supervisor Thomas Cronin. The two married in Los Angeles in 1889 and settled into ranching life in Cummings Valley. Unfortunately for Cronin, Lola was as abusive to her new husband as she had been to her children. Once, she even “picked him up bodily and set him down on the hot surface of her cook stove.” For reasons known only to himself, Cronin stayed with her. By his doing so, Lola gained status as a respectable man’s wife, and the couple took up mining in about 1900. Cronin formed the San Antonio Mining and Mill Company. Eleven years later the Cronins moved to Bakersfield. Lola died in 1912. Her obituary glossed over the fact that she was once a prominent madam but her great grandchildren keep her story alive today.18 Most of Cerro Gordo’s residents, including the wicked ladies, also moved on after 1880 when mineral production declined—until 1911, when zinc ores resulted in another boom. In the 1970s the rebuilt Waterfall still stood as a former “gilded house of pleasure” in Cerro Gordo.19

Fortunately for the good time girls, the desert camps of California remained relatively free of interference from decent citizens. Maybe it was just too darn hot: Panamint City, founded in 1873 at the edge of Death Valley, was surrounded by desert and barren of trees. If it weren’t for the rich minerals unearthed there, the prospectors might have chosen a more accessible place, for the rocky terrain offered very few flat spots on which to build. Madam Lola Travis was the first woman to buy property there. Other prostitutes included Nancy Williams and Minnie Wells, the latter of whom opened a dance hall. Panamint’s Little Chief Street was soon dubbed “Maiden Lane.” The brothels fit in quite nicely with a barrage of saloons up on Main Street. Panamint City quickly became known as a “bad and wicked” town, to the extent that Wells Fargo declined to open a branch office there.20

Reigning madams of Panamint also included Martha Camp, who arrived in November of 1874 and whose girls initially came from Virginia City, Nevada. Her first property on Maiden Lane connected with the Oriental saloon owned by Dave Naegle. Martha was in for a profitable winter; the Anaheim Gazette reported that there were “700 men, 10 women and six inches of snow in Panamint and lively times are expected.”21 Among Martha’s new clients was Jim Bruce, a temperamental man who was occupied promoting the town. On March 22, 1875, Martha was at her place as Bruce, another man identified as Ed Barstow, and several others engaged in conversation. Sometime after midnight, Barstow and the others left. Bruce stayed behind to spend the rest of the night with Martha.

The madam later recalled how Barstow returned and “asked me to open the door. I replied that I was in bed. He said: ‘If you don’t open the door, I will kick it in.’” Barstow also demanded to see Bruce. When Martha finally opened the door, she saw that Barstow “had a six-shooter in his hand, and remarked: ‘I’ve got the long legged son of a bitch at last
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