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Introduction

Harry Gorman’s Buffalo

In 1902, thirty-three-year-old Harry Gorman was hospitalized in Buffalo, New York, after he suffered a serious fall that broke one of his legs. While on the surface this event sounds inconsequential, it prompted a firestorm of media coverage. Indeed, on his1 hospital bed, it was revealed that Gorman lacked the anatomy generally associated with maleness—despite having lived as a man for more than twenty years. This revelation drew attention from newspapers across the nation, from Tucson to Boston and Fort Worth to New York City.

Gorman explained that his decision to dress as a man had been made in his youth, motivated by both a desire for freedom and a frustration with the limited opportunities available to women. He told the New York World, “I wanted to be a man, and since I reached my thirteenth birthday[,] I have worn male attire. I landed in New York twenty years ago. I have worked in all the large cities of the United States and Canada as a man. People think they are so smart. Why, I fooled them all, and if it had not been for my accident when I fell and broke a leg[,] I would still be a man.” Gorman went on to explain that, as a man, he took advantage of all the opportunities with which men were provided, including getting married to a woman. He also voted, telling the New York World, “I’m a good democrat … and have voted the straight ticket for the last seven years.”2

Perhaps most sensational of all, however, was Gorman’s revelation that he was not the only trans man to call Buffalo home. In fact, he claimed that he knew at least “ten women right here in Buffalo who wear men’s clothing and who hold men’s positions.”3 He went on to explain, “Did we have an organization? No, hardly an organization, but we run across each other once in a while[,] and over our beer and cigars in saloons[,] we have had many a good hearty laughs at the expense of the men.”4 In this way Gorman suggested to readers that though his “true sex” may have been discovered, there were many more individuals like him who still roamed the streets, undetected. Indeed, the headline of Indiana’s Logansport Journal worried, “Ten Women Masquerade as Men.” Furthermore, and perhaps more unsettling to some readers—especially cisgender5 men—those undetected trans men were frequently in saloons, one of the most hallowed male institutions in the early twentieth century, mocking and having “many a good hearty laughs at the expense of the men.”

Just as the brief story of Gorman initially may appear inconsequential, the revelation of Gorman’s “true sex” might, at first glance, similarly seem unimportant to the history of the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. However, nothing could be further from the truth. Newspapers across the country discussed Gorman’s case in articles under flashy headlines such as “She Was a Man for 20 Years.”6 The blitz of newspaper coverage about Harry Gorman illustrates that Americans at the beginning of that century were fascinated with gender—particularly its permeability, its elasticity, and the ways it intersected with race, class, and sexuality. Even though the disclosure of Gorman’s “true sex” was described by some newspapers as “startling,” it is likely that this was not the first story of a trans man that newspaper readers had encountered. In fact, newspapers around the country regularly reported stories of individuals who had been assigned female at birth but chose to live as male; at least sixty-five cases appeared in U.S. newspapers between the 1870s and 1930s.

For example, in 1883, Frank Dubois gained national attention when his “true sex” was discovered. Anatomically female (and the birth parent of two children), Dubois abandoned his family in Belvidere, Illinois, to start a new life in the small town of Waupun, Wisconsin. Once in Waupun, Dubois made a name for himself as a hardworking man, and he quickly settled down and married a young woman named Gertrude Fuller. Dubois fit so well within the small community that the townspeople only discovered his “true sex” when his former husband and their two children arrived in town searching for their departed wife and mother, attracting widespread attention in the nation’s newspapers. And while Harry Gorman portrayed Buffalo’s trans men in an antagonistic relationship with cisgender men, mocking them from the corners of saloons, it appears that many trans men sought to live normative lives—just as Frank Dubois had done in Waupun—supporting wives, earning respect as hard workers, and flying under the radar as much as possible.

The stories of Harry Gorman and Frank Dubois are illuminating in that they provide a far more complicated vision of the American past than the one historians have previously accepted. Gorman’s comments about there being ten other trans men in Buffalo are suggestive not only in what they reveal about that city but also in what they imply about everywhere else in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. His comments intimate that if Buffalo—a city not commonly thought of as the bedrock of the queer community—had at least eleven trans men in 1902, than surely so did Tulsa, Saint Paul, Jackson, and Reno. In short, his remarks reveal that our nation’s past is far queerer than is generally discussed and that queer history penetrates beyond the coasts and into the nation’s interior.

Furthermore, Gorman’s depiction of the community of trans men is revealing. Rather than being part of a tight-knit community that shared an underground lifestyle, trans men existed out in the open, living and passing as normative men, and only on occasion encountered one another. While perhaps some urban enclaves did exist, Gorman’s comments anticipate a great deal of what this book reveals: that trans men at the turn of the twentieth century were not always urban rebels who sought to overturn normative gender roles. On the contrary, they often sought to pass as conventional men, aligning themselves with the normative values of their communities. Additionally, when mixed-raced Milwaukee resident Ralph Kerwineo’s “true sex” was revealed in 1914, the local papers were full of testimonies attesting to how conventional Kerwineo’s life as a man had been. His neighbor Joseph Traudt told the Evening Wisconsin, “In the neighborhood it was frequently remarked what a nice married couple [Kerwineo and his wife] were. After having seen the ‘husband’ help his ‘wife’ across a muddy street[,] my mother said to me: ‘How nice he is to his wife.’ ”7

Like many of the other trans men discussed in this book, Kerwineo, Gorman, and Dubois lived lives marked by movement. However, their trajectories challenge the dominant narratives about queer history. Although Gorman claimed that he had “worked in all the large cities of the United States and Canada as a man,” many of his contemporaries chose to move not from large city to large city but rather from small town to small town, often living in rural outposts like Manhattan, Montana, and Ettrick, Virginia. For his part, Kerwineo’s life as a man began once he had moved away from Chicago—a city with a burgeoning queer subculture—to the relatively sleepier city of Milwaukee. Frank Dubois also began his male life after a move; he had left his family in Belvidere, Illinois, to start over not in Chicago (the nearest large city) but in the tiny hamlet of Waupun, Wisconsin. Trans men seemingly chose these out-of-the-way places in order to make quite regular, maybe even ordinary, lives. They were, in a word, unexceptional.

True Sex explores the lives of Frank Dubois, Ralph Kerwineo, and many other trans men who lived in the United States in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century. More specifically, this book examines the newspaper narratives produced around the moment of “discovery” when a trans man’s “true sex” was revealed to his community in the period between the 1870s and the 1930s. The reports published around these times of revelation are the focus here because they provide a unique window into the ways individuals and communities made sense of national discourses about proper gender embodiment and the emergent medical literature on homosexuality. Indeed, the period on which this study focuses witnessed the emergence of sexology, or the study of human sexuality, in the United States. A field of inquiry first established in Europe, sexology gained a foothold in the United States in the late nineteenth century with the publication of several important works, most notably Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s 1886 Psychopathia Sexualis and Havelock Ellis’s 1895 “Sexual Inversion in Women.” Both of these works defined homosexuality as pathological and degenerative and argued that in women, same-sex desire was most often signified by inversion, or the predilection toward masculinity and cross-dressing.8 Thus, one of the objectives of this book is to interrogate how the emergence of this new scientific discourse affected the ways communities responded to the trans men in their midst.

Scholars for three decades have been attempting to understand the relationship between sexological theories on gender and sexuality and popular understandings of the same. While Michel Foucault has famously argued that sexologists created the “species” of the homosexual, other scholars have been more tepid in their analyses. George Chauncey warned in 1982 that “it would be wrong to assume … that doctors created and defined the identities of ‘inverts’ and ‘homosexuals’ at the turn of the century, that people uncritically internalized the new medical models, or even that homosexuality emerged as a fully defined category in the medical discourse itself in the 1870s.”9 However, one challenge scholars have faced is a methodological one: How can we recover the ways everyday Americans embraced or rejected medicalized understandings of sexuality and gender? Lisa Duggan’s Sapphic Slashers, which focuses on Alice Mitchell’s 1892 murder of her female lover, Freda Ward, provides useful insight in this arena by tracking the emergence of “a recognizable American type—the mannish lesbian or invert, a prosperous white woman whose desires threatened the comfortable hegemony of the white home.”10 Duggan argues that the emergence of this recognizable “type” occurred in the 1890s through the development of the cultural narrative of the “lesbian love murder”—a form that developed in sexology, the sensational press, and literature. These accounts portrayed lesbians as masculine women who were violent, dangerous, and a threat to white domesticity. However, even Duggan acknowledged that her study was limited and analyzed only one of the many cultural narratives of lesbian identity that had been circulating at the turn of the twentieth century.

True Sex takes a wider optic and depicts a world in which gender norms were subject to sustained debate. This book reveals that Americans, from small towns to big cities, often questioned proper “male” and “female” behavior and that the newspaper-reading public came face to face with stories of cross-dressers, “female husbands,” and “sexual inverts” with surprising regularity. This discourse was not isolated to metropolitan areas but instead could be found within the most rural frontier outpost. For example, in the summer of 1901, newspapers nationwide breathlessly reported on the Parkersburg, West Virginia, trial of Ellis Glenn. The objective of the trial was to determine Glenn’s “true” identity; an individual named Ellis Glenn had committed several crimes in West Virginia and Illinois, but upon arrest it was discovered that he was anatomically female. When asked to clarify this turn of events, the suspect explained that he was not actually Ellis Glenn but rather Glenn’s twin sister—and that the pair had switched places just prior to the arrest. According to the story, a deep sisterly devotion motivated her to take the fall for her persecuted brother.11 Thus, a lengthy trial took place centered wholly on determining Glenn’s true identity as either (as the Chicago Tribune described it) “a latter[-]day martyr or … an adventuress so exceptional as to lack a class.”12 In other words, the prosecution was charged with proving that the Glenn who had committed the forgeries—the Glenn previously known as a man—had actually been a woman posing as a man.

For several weeks in July 1901, Ellis Glenn’s trial was featured in newspapers across the country, from Anaconda, Montana, to Montgomery, Alabama.13 Therefore, in discussing Glenn’s story, and those of many others, True Sex depicts a past during which gender norms were consistently challenged, questioned, and, most significant, in process. Whereas historians have traditionally credited only certain decades as being moments of “gender trouble” (the 1920s being the most common example), this book illustrates that gender is always in crisis and that cross-dressing figures have often been the site on which debate about gender norms has taken place.

True Sex also reveals that many trans men chose to live in small towns and farming communities rather than in the nation’s burgeoning metropolises. Since its inception, queer history has been dominated by studies of individual communities that were often centered in large coastal cities, such as George Chauncey’s Gay New York and Marc Stein’s Philadelphia-based study City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves.14 This historiographical trend (which Jack Halberstam has referred to as “metronormativity,” defined as the notion that queerness and urban centers have a particular, and unique, relationship) was also long a guiding force in queer studies more broadly. Since the early 2000s, scholars in both LGBT history and queer studies have begun to explore queer life in rural areas, adding depth to our understanding of queer lives beyond the coasts and major cities. However, most of the historical work that exists covers the period beginning in the mid-twentieth century and focuses on male sexuality and cisgender bodies, leaving big questions about earlier periods and other bodies.15 True Sex begins to answer those questions and, in so doing, reminds us that urban queer communities are just the tip of the iceberg of queer history.

This book not only looks beyond the confines of coastal cities but also looks closely at the affiliations trans men developed within their chosen hometowns. Whereas the studies of urban queer subcultures have long been the preferred format for LGBT histories, the approach used here is far different. True Sex reveals that not only did trans men at the turn of the twentieth century often choose to live in small towns and rural outposts, but they also often sought to pass as normative men, aligning themselves with the values of their chosen communities rather than seeking consolation in the presence of other queer individuals. As Harry Gorman’s remarks suggest, even trans men who lived in urban areas did not always choose to live in those locations because of the existence of queer subcultures there. This book presents a critical evaluation of the meaning of “community” for trans men; in doing so, it offers an alternative perspective from the near-universal embrace of the framework of community within LGBT history.16

In addition, True Sex tracks the ways in which the narratives produced around trans men changed as their stories circulated from local newspapers and courtrooms to national newspapers and sexological literature. For example, Ralph Kerwineo’s story was narrated far differently on the pages of his hometown papers than it was in the pages of widely circulating metropolitan newspapers like the Washington Post or the New York World. Whereas Milwaukee’s Evening Wisconsin reported that Kerwineo “adopted the disguise for moral and financial reasons and led an exemplary life while posing as a man,” the New York World depicted him as a dangerous deviant whose marriage to a woman constituted a threat to national security.17 By highlighting the distinctions between local and national iterations of stories about trans men, True Sex explores the ways that local communities negotiated with national discourses in order to forge their own boundaries of social membership. Recognizing the operation of this dynamic is a key insight because this process is precisely what escapes studies that seek to elucidate purely local or purely national accounts of queer history.

Lastly, True Sex articulates the uncomfortable insight that trans men at the turn of the twentieth century were not always “queer” as scholars use the term today—that is, dissenting, nonnormative, and critical of heteronormativity. Upon the revelation of their “true sex,” trans men often articulated their acceptability through their adherence to the norms of U.S. male citizenship. This tactic should be understood as an early example of “homonormativity,” which Lisa Duggan has defined as “a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and sustains them.”18 Although homonormativity is most often thought of as being a formation specific to neoliberalism, this book lays bare the deep roots of this current phenomenon.

Archives and Methods

By utilizing both the traditional methods of social and cultural historians and the latest advancements in digitization, True Sex brings together a breadth of sources that would have been nearly impossible to accumulate only ten years ago. The primary sources for this book are newspapers—sources that over the past decade have been digitized and made available to researchers at an astonishing rate. I made use of these recent innovations and utilized several online databases, including America’s Historical Newspapers, the Library of Congress’s Chronicling America, Readex’s Early American Newspapers, and the Google News Archive. These resources enabled me to quickly search thousands of newspapers—many of which had been published in small cities and towns. Largely by using keyword searches such as “masquerade” or “as a man,” I identified sixty-five individuals assigned female at birth who lived as men during the sixty-year period of this study—many of whom have never been discussed in previous scholarship. Additionally, these resources enabled me to track the circulation of narratives in a way never possible before; whereas previous scholars who have looked at newspaper articles about gender or sexual deviance have generally focused either on one city or on the sensational press,19 digital resources have enabled me to use a much wider optic, tracking the circulation of stories from the local to the national context.

Indeed, using the methods of cultural history, I carefully tracked the ways that stories of revelation morphed as they circulated and how representations of trans men changed as they moved from the local to the national context. I noted whose voices were present in the articles and paid attention to what the national accounts left out or added to the local iterations of the stories. For example, were the trans men able to explain themselves in their own words or did journalists (or police officers) speak for them? I then combed through sexological publications to compare medical narratives of gender deviance with the stories that were written for popular audiences. This process—tracking narratives from local newspapers to national ones and then into medical literature—allowed me to read the narratives against one another and to think deliberately about the ways gender and sexual norms were being produced at the local and national levels as well as within the medical community.

In addition to reviewing newspapers and sexological literature, I also searched through census data, city directories, and marriage/divorce records to illuminate the ways the historical subjects of this book performed their identity to various institutions and what role(s) they played in their communities. Whenever possible, I also sought out court records and trial transcripts. These documents proved to be important resources to help determine the veracity of the newspaper narratives, both local and national, that were produced about the queer bodies discussed in this book. Taken together, the sources composing the breadth of research in True Sex illustrate the tremendous potential that digital archives hold for transforming the ways that scholars of queer history imagine the past. This method of carefully tracking the circulation of narratives clearly demonstrates the uneven history of gender and sexuality in this period and shows that this history is far more complicated—and interesting—than was previously thought.

Use of Terminology

This work is heavily indebted to, and in many ways is made possible by, the field of transgender studies. Transgender studies scholars such as Susan Stryker and David Valentine have shown how bodies are changeable and how the meanings attached to bodies are not the inherent result of the bodies themselves.20 Transgender theory has provided a method of inquiry that is evident throughout this book and that has profoundly shaped the way I approach the past and the individuals discussed in the subsequent pages. As Scott Larson explains, “Engaging in historical work from a transgender perspective opens up new modes of analyzing gender as broadly unstable and mutable, particularly by taking seriously the possibility that gender gets crossed, changed, destabilized, and remade in ways that are not restricted to two genders.”21 In carrying forward the insights of transgender studies, I have made conscientious choices regarding the names and pronouns used to refer to the subjects of this book.

I believe that these individuals should be considered within the rubric of “transgender history” as they provide clear examples of the ways gender has been made, remade, and transgressed in the past.22 This book provides clear evidence of the diverse range of gender expressions present at the turn of the twentieth century and explores how individuals and communities negotiated the porous boundaries of the gender binary. I refer to the historical subjects of this book with male pronouns because each of the subjects herein chose to live as a man for many years prior to his appearance within the public record, and many continued to live as men even after their queer embodiment resulted in arrest, incarceration, or other hardship. Additionally, I have chosen to prioritize the names chosen by the historical subjects discussed herein rather than the names assigned to them at birth as a way of honoring their self-identification.23

Furthermore, I refer to my historical subjects as “trans men” because they chose to live their lives as male even though they had been assigned female at birth. Thus, trans here suggests the ways in which the subjects of this book transitioned from the gender assigned to them at birth to the one with which they identified. I refer to them as “men” because they all expressed the sentiment that they were men despite their anatomy.24 Additionally, I chose to use the prefix or term “trans” rather than “transgender” since the latter as a category did not emerge until the late twentieth century and as such was not an identity category available to the subjects of this book. Also, I am wary that the use of today’s terminology would render less visible the historical specificities of the lives of the subjects discussed in this work. Of course, the term “trans” was similarly not available to the subjects of this book, but I have chosen to use it instead of “transgender” in hopes of conveying the open-ended nature of gender being made and remade.

In addition to the term “trans men,” throughout this book I also use the terms “true sex” and “queer embodiment.” I use “true sex” to refer to the sex an individual was assigned at birth. I place this term in quotes throughout the text to trouble the assumed connection between the sex assigned at birth and gender identity, and to make clear that I am not suggesting that biology is (or should be) destiny. Additionally, I use the term “queer embodiment” to refer to nonnormative forms of gender embodiment. This term also signals the dissonance between the sex assigned to the historical subjects at birth and their gender presentation (i.e., the gender their community took for granted). I find the term “queer embodiment” particularly useful because it helps to register the nonnormative quality of certain bodies yet refuses to fix them in the strict identity categories. The term, therefore, exists in productive tension with “trans men,” and it suggests the impossibility of any modern term conveying the historical reality of the subjects of this book. Of course, these choices are contentious, as a great deal of scholarly debate has occurred within queer and transgender studies regarding the “true” identities of historical cross-dressers, with some scholars arguing that they should be considered butches, and others maintaining that they represent transgender men.25 My terminology choices of “trans men” and “queer embodiment” therefore attempt to thread the needle, highlighting gender transgression and utilizing the insights of transgender studies while also being cautious about applying modern terms to people and situations in the past.

Organization of the Book

Chapter 1, “The Last Female Husband: New Boundaries of Identity in the Late Nineteenth Century,” centers on the 1870s and 1880s, the period during which sexology first emerged in the United States. This chapter analyzes the impact that the emergent discourse had on popular understandings of sexuality, embodiment, and gender. It argues that this period marked a new awareness of the possibility of same-sex intimacy but that no one framework became hegemonic to replace the “romantic friendship” model that had been dominant in the early and mid-nineteenth century. Chapter 1 discusses the cases of Joseph Lobdell and Frank Dubois, two trans men who gained newspaper attention in the 1870s and 1880s. Both of these individuals are notable in their own way: Lobdell was the first individual to be referred to as a “lesbian” in an American publication, and Dubois has the dubious distinction of being the last person referred to as a “female husband” in the mainstream, mass-circulation press. Through an analysis of the popular and medical representations of Lobdell and Dubois, this chapter reveals that the mass-circulation press of this period was far less squeamish when it came to discussing female sexuality than has previously been described. Additionally, the chapter analyzes the demise of the notion of the “female husband” and argues that after the 1890s newspapers (both local and national) were far less apt to describe trans men as a singular, definable group—even in light of the invention of the new term “lesbian.”

Chapter 2, “Beyond Community: Rural Lives of Trans Men,” discusses the cases of four trans men who deliberately chose to live their lives in rural communities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: George Green, William C. Howard, Willie Ray, and Joe Monahan. Whereas most of the existing historiography on queer history has portrayed rural areas as inherently repressive, this chapter illustrates that, at the turn of twentieth century, many trans men did not seek refuge in the bustling anonymity of large cities but chose instead to live within the nation’s small towns and rural communities. As such, this chapter’s subjects provide a means to meditate on the meaning of community for trans men during this historical period. Rather than seeking the community of other queer individuals in urban enclaves, these trans men were able to find support, tolerance, and, at times, acceptance from their rural neighbors. This chapter asserts that the structure of small-town communities, wherein community standards were policed through regimes of familiarity, provided tolerance for the gender transgressions of trans men in ways that urban communities, wherein behavior is more often policed through impersonal means, could not. On the whole, this chapter explores what queer history can look like when the framework of queer community is abandoned.

Chapter 3, “ ‘The Trouble That Clothes Make’: Whiteness and Acceptability,” tackles an issue that the historiography of the LGBT past has been hesitant to take on thus far: the power of whiteness in transferring acceptability to all individuals perceived as white—even queer ones. This chapter looks at four of the most widely circulating stories of trans men in the early twentieth century (Murray Hall, Frank Woodhull, Eugene De Forest, and Ellis Glenn) and notes not only that each trans man was white but also that he was lauded in the press for his successful mastery of the tenets of white masculinity. “The Trouble That Clothes Make” contends that stories of white trans men became a means through which newspapers could extol the virtues of normative citizenship—to celebrate the importance of hard work, economic productivity, independence, and service to the community. In a context in which much was changing, newspaper editors mobilized stories of trans men to assure their readers that patriarchy, citizenship, and white supremacy still regulated who had access to the power of self-determination.

Chapter 4, “Gender Transgressions in the Age of U.S. Empire,” moves from examining local responses to trans men to meditating on the impact that global phenomenon had on national representations of trans men at the turn of the twentieth century—a period of rapid U.S. expansion abroad. This chapter argues that the context of the growing U.S. empire provided national newspapers with a ready-made discourse to pathologize gender transgressors: the notion of “foreignness.” “Gender Transgressions in an Age of U.S. Empire” focuses on four trans men who were either nonwhite or immigrant or who were otherwise associated with “foreign” elements such as non-Western religion: Jack Garland, Ralph Kerwineo, Nicolai De Raylan, and Peter Stratford. In each case, the individual’s alleged “foreignness” proved to be a liability. This chapter reminds readers of the power of empire in shaping perceptions of gender and argues that acceptance of one’s queer embodiment is all too often a privilege of whiteness.

The final chapter, “To Have and to Hold: Trans Husbands in the Early Twentieth Century,” circles back to a topic discussed in the first chapter: “female husbands.” Though the mass-circulation press had ceased using the phrase in the 1880s, trans men persisted in marrying women into the 1920s and beyond. Indeed, between 1890 and 1930, almost half of the newspaper articles about trans men mentioned the fact that the individual was married (or planned to marry). This chapter finds that many trans men sought marriage as a means to illustrate their status as “good men” in their communities—a commonality that illustrates their distance from the growing urban queer subcultures. In addition, this chapter finds that, in most cases, local newspapers (and courts) responded with indifference when a trans man’s marriage became public knowledge. However, as the story circulated away from the local context, the act of getting married was increasingly portrayed as pathological, and the stories became overtly sensationalized. For example, national headlines published after the 1929 arrest of Los Angeles resident Kenneth Lisonbee included “Suave, Trouser-Clad Barber Turns Out to Be Damsel,” “Posing as Man, Girl Weds Two,” and “Trousered Tomboy Bleats in Bastille.”26 This chapter highlights how accounts produced around cross-dressing figures were by no means uniform in the early twentieth century and how the precise nature of the narratives’ meaning was acutely dependent on context.

Overall, True Sex reveals a deep history of gender transgression in the United States. This book suggests that trans men lived in every region of the United States in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century—within even the most remote hamlet and within spaces long thought to be dominated by religious conservatism. What is more, this book reveals that trans men fought hard to create livable lives for themselves, often utilizing surprising tactics, such as deploying the tropes of normative male citizenship or risking the revelation of their “true sex” by seeking legal marriage. These tactics were only available to trans men who were, or who could pass as, white, as they depended on the subjugation of nonwhite or foreign peoples. In this way, this book is a testament to the deep roots both of queer and trans history, but also of the long tradition of white homonormativity.





 

1

The Last Female Husband

New Boundaries of Identity in the Late Nineteenth Century

In late October 1883, a salacious story emerged out of Wisconsin that captivated readers nationwide and that tells us a great deal about how Americans perceived the porous boundaries between masculinity and femininity in the late nineteenth century. Newspapers reported that Samuel Hudson had arrived in the small town1 of Waupun with his two children in search of his wife, who had deserted the family in northern Illinois several months earlier. To his surprise, he found his wife posing as newlywed Frank Dubois, husband to Gertrude (née Fuller) Dubois. Frank and Gertrude Dubois then quickly fled Waupun, prompting a manhunt that lasted several weeks, and which was covered with great interest in newspapers throughout Wisconsin and the nation. These newspaper narratives divulge a great deal about the ways gender deviance, same-sex desire, and pathology were constructed in the 1880s. Sexology was still an emerging science in this period, and newspaper editors had very few authorities to turn to if they wanted “expert” opinions on the significance of “female husbands” such as Frank Dubois. In the void of plausible scientific rationale, newspaper editors around the nation crafted their own explanations of the case; some viewed Dubois’s case as relatively harmless, whereas others mobilized Dubois’s marriage to ridicule the notion of women fulfilling the role of husband. Collectively, the newspaper accounts published about and around Frank Dubois show that there was no single coherent national narrative that explained the phenomenon of gender transgressors in the early 1880s.

This lack of cohesion is surprising, given the fact that this period witnessed a clear shift in the language used to describe gender transgression and relationships between individuals perceived as women. In fact, Frank Dubois is the last individual to be described in the mass-circulation press as a “female husband”—a term that had appeared with some frequency in both British and American works since the mid-eighteenth century.2 Additionally, the same year that Dubois appeared on the pages of newspapers nationwide, the first utterance of the term “lesbian” appeared in an American publication.3

Thus, given that 1883 witnessed the emergence of the term “lesbian” and the disappearance of the term “female husband,” one might assume that the early 1880s ushered in a new era in understandings of gender and sexuality. This assumption is supported by the existing historiography, which suggests that the late nineteenth century witnessed a dramatic shift from the “romantic friendship” model of same-sex intimacy to the heterosexual/homosexual binary.4 According to Lillian Faderman, this process (spearheaded by sexologists) resulted in the “morbidification” of relationships between women.5 However, despite the introduction or disappearance of terminology used to describe gender transgression or same-sex intimacy, the 1880s should not be heralded as a sea change moment wherein everyday Americans embraced a new paradigm of gender and sexuality. Instead, Americans were slow to accept the homosexual/heterosexual binary, and even as sexological writing appeared with greater frequency in the mass-circulation press, sexological theories had little influence on popular understandings of gender and sexuality in this period. Collectively, the newspaper accounts produced around Frank Dubois and other gender transgressors in the 1880s show that, despite the fact that this decade might seem like one in which there was great transformation, there was, in fact, no single coherent national narrative that explained gender and/or sexual deviance.

This chapter will challenge the ways we have traditionally thought of this period—questioning the ways nineteenth-century female gender and sexuality were conceived, as well as how these formations were viewed after the purported shift at the end of the century. As scholars such as Carroll Smith-Rosenberg have argued, in the nineteenth century, women were allowed to pursue intimate connections with other women because sexual desire without a male partner was allegedly inconceivable, or at least unmentionable.6 Additionally, the social structure of middle-class life in the nineteenth century meant that many women lived in what Smith-Rosenberg famously referred to as a “female world.” In this world, homosocial networks “accompanied virtually every important event in a woman’s life, from birth to death … Within such a world of emotional richness and complexity, devotion to and love of women became a plausible and socially accepted form of human interaction.”7 Coupled with Victorian notions of female passionlessness, the pervasiveness of close relationships between women allowed for these relationships to appear innocent and, at times, compatible with heterosexual marriages.

However, scholars such as Rachel Hope Cleves and April Haynes are beginning to acknowledge that Americans were not quite so naïve about female sexuality as historians have previously assumed.8 As this chapter will discuss, newspapers readily made illusions to female desire. Additionally, as we move beyond 1870, the year in which Foucault famously argued that sexologists “invented” the homosexual, sexual desire and relationships between trans men and biological women continued to be discussed as relatively benign in the nation’s newspapers—an observation that is surprising given that the rise of sexology is often associated with the increasing pathologization of intimacy between individuals perceived to be the same biological sex.9 Thus, as this chapter will show, the late nineteenth century witnessed more continuity than change.

“A Truant Wife”

Before moving into a discussion of the specifics of Frank Dubois’s story, it is first important to pause to consider the world in which Dubois emerged. Life in the United States in the early 1880s was both exciting and terrifying, depending on where you stood and who you were. Reconstruction had been brought to a halt, although the nation was still fractured in significant ways between North and South, and racial tensions continued to drive American politics. The lynching of African American men still constituted a national crisis, though few in power acknowledged it as such. Many elites were vocalizing concern, however, about another purported social problem: the “New Woman.” This decade witnessed a growing number of white, middle-class women entering professions and political activism, and the mainstream national press regularly gave voice to those who expressed concern that such “New Women” might destabilize the social order by stepping outside their traditional roles.10

In the West, the encroachment of both the national boundaries of the United States and white settlers continued, resulting in sustained conflicts with Native people. In East, the “Gilded Age” was in full swing. Immigrants were flooding into cities at a record number, drawn by the perception of employment opportunities provided by the nation’s nascent industries. Business moguls such as Jay Gould, John D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Carnegie were transforming the nation’s economy, landscape, and skylines. The combination of immigration and industrialization led to rapid growth of the nation’s cities, but the majority of the nation’s population remained in rural areas. Despite the rural populace, the nation was increasingly interconnected. Advances in communication technology meant that even the most remote outpost was connected to the nation’s burgeoning metropolises through an ever-growing network of telegraph wires, railroad lines, and, most relevant to our purposes here, newspapers.11

In fact, when Frank Dubois’s story emerged in Waupun, Wisconsin, in 1883, the United States was home to about one thousand daily newspapers nationally, and a greater number of weekly or biweekly papers. In fact, the Census Bureau reported in 1880 that newspapers were published in 2,073 of the nation’s 2,605 counties.12 Papers around the country shared content through wire services such as the Associated Press, and around one-third of small-town papers purchased “readyprint” pages of news stories from metropolitan suppliers.13 Improved transportation networks (especially the railroad) facilitated the circulation of metropolitan newspapers to hinterland subscribers and enabled the editors of small-town newspapers to gather and present to their readers news from around the country.

Despite these indications of standardization of content, most newspapers retained their local flavor. Most were focused on local issues, and editors selected which elements of national stories to reproduce, adding or subtracting components of wire dispatches to appeal to local audiences and to reflect local print cultures.14 Most large cities had numerous competing dailies, and editors sought to differentiate their paper from the competition in order to gain readers. While editors of small-town papers may not have had the same competition, they nonetheless selected content and framed stories in ways that revealed regional or local flavor and reflected the editorial biases of the staff. These advances in the processes of newspaper publication allowed Frank Dubois’s story to spread very quickly in 1883, and yet the continued influence of local print cultures assured that the story would not be packaged in the same way as it circulated.

Indeed, Dubois’s story appeared almost immediately in national newspapers. The same day that Dubois’s local paper, the Waupun Times, reported the revelation of his “true sex,” the story also appeared in newspapers around the nation, from New York City to Grand Forks, North Dakota. The wire dispatch read:

A Waupun special to the Sentinel15 says: “S. J. Hudson of Belvidere, Ills., who came here recently with two children in search of his runaway wife, found her masquerading in male attire under the name of Frank Dubois. She was living with Gertrude Fuller, having been married to her early last spring by Rev. H. L. Morrison, at the home of the bride’s mother. The deception had not been suspected, but many thought Frank Dubois had many characteristics of a woman. Under this name she had solicited odd jobs of painting, and was earning enough to support them both.”16

In most cases, the above dispatch was published on an interior page within a column relaying other brief stories from around the nation, likely provided to the papers by the Associated Press.17 The remarkably unsensational account presented the details of the story in a matter-of-fact way and provided very little in the way of a framework through which readers could make sense of the story; there is no suggestion as to why Dubois began dressing as man, or what motivated him to marry Fuller. However, newspaper editors stepped in to fill the void and presented the dispatch under a wide range of titles, including “A Truant Wife” in the Helena Independent, and “An Insane Freak” in the Grand Forks Daily Herald. While such titles did not provide much framing, they did suggest to readers how they should think about the story. Additionally, they reflect a range of understandings regarding gender transgressions: the “truant wife” of Helena was the “insane freak” of Grand Forks.

One term that was used by the press with regularity to describe Frank Dubois, however, was “female husband.”18 The term was originally coined by English novelist Henry Fielding in his 1746 criminal biography The Female Husband.19 Fielding’s novel was based on newspaper stories, which had appeared in England the same year, about the arrest of a fraudulent doctor and “female husband” Mary/Charles Hamilton.20 After the publication of Fielding’s work, the term “female husband” would go on to appear with relative frequency in the British and U.S. press, most often to describe women who lived as men or who partnered with other women and took on “masculine” occupations.21 While female husbands were by no means celebrated in the mass-circulation press, they were not denigrated as insane, as sexologists were beginning to do with their figure of the “female invert.” As Jennifer Manion has argued, “If representations of female husbands in the eighteenth-century press appear to mock their protagonists at first glance, they also serve to make the category real.”22 The utterance of the term “female husband” in the press animated in the minds of some readers the possibility of women serving the function of husband, a prospect that some readers likely found appealing. Indeed, as Rachel Hope Cleves has observed, the term “female husband” had a long tenure in the U.S. press, and yet its meaning was by no means stable. She writes, “The diversity and longevity of stories about female husbands leads to the conclusion that this form of same-sex union, in particular, had cultural legibility within American society despite its routine description as singular and astonishing.”23 As Cleves explains, the term “female husband” appeared with great regularity in the press in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Significantly, it was often used to discuss cases that the press deemed remarkable but not pathological.

Additionally, newspaper coverage of female husbands consistently conveyed an understanding of the boundaries of gender as porous and incomplete. It appears that a great deal of public interest in stories such as that of female husband Frank Dubois was provoked precisely by their illustration of how permeable gender boundaries really were. American audiences had a powerful desire for such stories, and newspaper editors did not shy away from them. As such, by referring to Dubois as a “female husband,” newspaper editors rendered his case legible as a familiar social phenomenon to American readers and helped to ensure interest in the case. Furthermore, while the term itself was likely familiar to readers, they also likely had seen it used in a variety of ways; “female husband” is ambiguous (or is an oxymoron, as Susan Clayton has argued), allowing for it to be interpreted and utilized in a variety of ways, which likely added to its appeal to newspaper editors nationwide.24

“He Is a Woman”

Journalists in Milwaukee were seemingly aware of the potential national interest in the Frank Dubois story and pounced on the case as a means of earning national recognition for their papers. Indeed, Milwaukee was the closest big city to Waupun, and its newspapers (mainly the Milwaukee Sentinel and Milwaukee Journal) possessed many more resources than did Waupun’s. However, the journalists’ drive to produce an exclusive story that would be reprinted nationally apparently led to some violations of ethical journalism. For example, on November 1, 1883, the Milwaukee Journal published a front-page article titled “He Is a Woman,” which was supposedly the first interview with Frank Dubois and Gertie Fuller after the revelation of Dubois’s “true sex.” This story appeared to be quite the scoop, as no other paper had yet reached the pair. The article began with a lengthy description of the Journal reporter’s long chase of Dubois and Fuller, which brought him “seven miles into the country.”25 The reporter found the pair taking refuge in the house of a local farmer, where Dubois and Fuller allegedly agreed to an interview.

The reporter painted a dramatic scene, wherein both parties appeared distressed. Dubois “cast nervous glances toward the door, and his small hands worked and twisted in apparent mental agony,” while Fuller “was in tears, and appeared greatly distressed when the question of her husband’s sex was mentioned.” The reporter also offered detailed physical descriptions of both Dubois, who appeared as “a slightly built effeminate personage,” and Fuller, who is depicted as a “rather pretty blonde with dark hair.” The article goes on to reproduce the reporter’s interview with Dubois, wherein Dubois initially insists on his maleness:

“Mr. Dubois, you, of course, know the stories which have been circulated concerning you”

“I do,” hesitantly and in a voice which could not be mistaken for a man’s.

“You are married to Gertrude Fuller, are you not?”

“I am; the ceremony was performed by Rev. H. L. Morrison, in Waupun.”

“You insist you are a man?”

“I do—I am. As long as my wife is satisfied it’s nobody’s business.”

“Mr. Dubois, you look like a woman, act like a woman, and there are dozens of reasons to suppose you are not Frank Dubois, but Mrs. Hudson—a woman. Do you refuse to reveal yourself?”

“There is nothing to reveal.”

“If you are caught in this disguise you will be arrested! You should place yourself in the proper light at once and thus avoid punishment.”

Apparently this line of questioning got to be too much for Fuller, who then cried:

“O Frank, Frank, for God’s sake tell all and have it over,” at this moment exclaimed the young and pretty wife, tears streaming down her face.

Dubois looked toward her, his lips trembled, and he burst into tears, sobs choking him for a time. Finally he said: “It’s true,” and endeavored to leave the room. He was restrained and finally was induced to tell his story.26

In this account, Dubois is presented as wholly effeminate, and the notion that he could have successfully passed as a man is presented as absurd. His innate femininity is highlighted at the end of the above quote, where he bursts into (feminine) tears. For her part, Fuller is presented as a heartbroken young woman. She is characterized here, and in other press coverage of the Dubois case, as a “normal” woman; later in the interview, Dubois reveals that Fuller did not know his “true sex” before their wedding night. However, the precise nature of her relationship with Dubois is cast in vague terms, and the possibility of sexual intimacy is at least tacitly suggested. For example, Dubois’s flippant line about how “as long as my wife is satisfied it’s nobody’s business” assuredly reflects a certain understanding that biological women could sexually satisfy one another and, furthermore, that biological women had (contrary to Victorian notion of female passionlessness) sexual desire.

Significantly, this interview later proved to be entirely contrived. Many of the details provided in the Journal’s “scoop” were contradicted in the days following the article’s initial publication. Both the Milwaukee Sentinel and the Waupun Times reported that the story was a forgery, and the Sentinel went so far as to report that the interview had been fabricated by a “swarthy young gentleman” who was seen at a hotel during the time the interview was supposedly taking place.27 And yet, despite multiple reports that the interview was fictitious, it went on to be reproduced as truth in newspapers nationwide, from the Chicago Daily Tribune to the New York Times, from the Boston Globe to Illinois’s Decatur Review.28 Thus, the representations within this article are noteworthy because they embody a narrative that was deliberately constructed to appeal to a wide audience.

Contrary to the interview published in the Milwaukee Journal, neither Dubois nor Fuller admitted Dubois’s “true sex” for several weeks, even after interviews with Dubois’s former husband and stepmother were published in which they both stated emphatically that Dubois was biologically female.29 Initially, Fuller explained the misunderstanding by arguing that the news of Dubois’s “true sex” was merely a malicious rumor started by her sister, who wanted Dubois for herself. In response to her mother’s pleas to come home, Fuller reportedly mailed a letter that explained, “I and Frank intend to stick together until the last cat is hung.”30 However, Fuller eventually was compelled to return to Waupun, where she remained loyal to her husband, telling reporters, “I ain’t quite such a big greenhorn that I wouldn’t know [his ‘true sex’] after living with him for pretty near a year. I am positive that he is a man.”31 While such statements were (anatomically speaking) false, their inclusion in the press coverage of the Dubois case reveals that newspapers throughout the country were comfortable with frank discussions of female sexuality and were capable of acknowledging women’s capacity for sexual desire—and, perhaps most significant, they reveal an acknowledgment of female desire for a “female husband.”

Dubois himself was not apprehended by law officials until late November 1883, and in the month between the first reports of his “true sex” and his final admission, many different theories regarding the rationale behind his marriage to Fuller circulated in newspapers. No doubt, readers wondered about the nature of their relationship. However, standards of decorum prevented newspaper journalists from explicitly discussing (or pondering) the level of intimacy shared by the pair. Nonetheless, the stories contained frequent allusions to romantic or sexual contact. For example, the Milwaukee Journal reported, “Mrs. Hudson [Frank Dubois], the husband, wields a powerful influence over the young girl who is wedded but not a wife—an influence far more powerful than would be possible for one woman to wield over another without ties stronger than are known to exist between the Hudson woman and Gertrude Fuller.”32 Even more suggestive, the Milwaukee Sentinel reported that, prior to the revelation of Dubois’s “true sex,” the pair “as far as appearances indicated was reveling in the full enjoyment of connubial bliss and enjoyment.”33 Such statements appeared throughout the local and national coverage of Dubois’s case. While references to “full connubial bliss” didn’t explicitly state that Dubois and Fuller had a sexual relationship, they did nonetheless leave the possibility open to readers and suggested that perhaps the pair were more than simply friends. Indeed, newspapers refused to state emphatically what the nature of their relationship was; the Milwaukee Sentinel, for example, reported four days after its reference to “connubial bliss” that “the mysterious link of sympathy which must exist between the pair is still a mystery.”34

The nineteenth-century boom in newspaper publishing and wire service technologies allowed for the Dubois’s story to circulate to papers throughout the nation quickly. However, the availability of information did not mean that all newspapers presented the story in the same way; instead, Dubois and his relationship with Fuller were produced differently according to the logics of local print cultures. In fact, local coverage of the case in Waupun, Wisconsin, was substantively different from coverage that appeared elsewhere.35

“The Wonderful Pair”

The Waupun Times covered the story with great consistency between late October and mid-December 1883; only twice was Dubois not mentioned in issues published during this period. Due to the paper’s weekly publication schedule, editors had the opportunity to provide commentary on the stories that had appeared in other publications since their last edition. For example, the opening to their second article on the story stated, “There is not much new in regard to Frank Dubois and his would-be-wife since our last issue. The subject has been pretty thoroughly advertised throughout the state, and even to the Atlantic coast, and no one has yet advanced any plausible reason for the strange conduct of the wonderful pair.”36 In preparation for subsequent issues, the editors looked for other examples of trans men to contextualize Dubois’s story. This contextualization is one of the things that marks the Waupun coverage as distinct—whereas virtually all other coverage of the story depicted Dubois as a singular individual without precedent, the local press sought to find Dubois’s antecedents in order to make sense of the case.

The first analogue that the Waupun Times reported was the “Case of Betty John,” from Birmingham, England.37 The case involved a suit against an individual who had been known as both Elizabeth and John Haywood, and much of the published excerpt described the difficulty the Birmingham court had determining the individual’s “true sex.” Elizabeth/John was described thusly:

It appeared from undoubted evidence that while dressed like a man, she was suspected to be a woman; but in both dresses was strongly suspected to be a man. The common opinion of the ignorant was that she was a hermaphrodite, partaking of both sexes. When she carried a male dress, she spent the evening at the public houses with her male companions, and could like them, swear with a tolerable rate, get drunk, smoke tobacco, kiss the girls, and now and then kick a bully. Though she pleaded being a wife, she had really been a husband, for she courted a young woman, married her, and they lived in wedlock until the young woman died, which was some years after and without issue.38

This excerpt seems to serve dual purposes; it suggests that gender deviants are spectacles but also assures readers that the Frank Dubois case was not wholly unprecedented. However, in highlighting Dubois’s historical precedent, the editors of the Waupun Times produced his body as potentially intersex. Indeed, in the above quote, the subject discussed is not a gender transgressor but a “hermaphrodite.”

As John Howard and Lisa Duggan have illustrated, the relaying of analogues when discussing sex or gender transgression was a relatively common way for late nineteenth-century newspapers to make meaning. For example, in “The Talk of the Country,” Howard discusses how the trial of Oscar Wilde provided a reference point for discussions of a case of alleged sexual misconduct and describes it as a “referential idiom—a Victorian-era tendency to connote homosexuality only through references to prior cases.”39 Even within the discussions of the Wilde trial itself, newspapers did not explicitly discuss the sexual charges made against the Irish author. As Jonathan Ned Katz has argued, “This ambiguity left readers quite in the dark about Wilde’s transgressions, or forced them to use their imaginations to make sense of the reports.”40 Thus, subsequent references to Wilde’s case created a situation wherein, as Howard has described, “the referential idiom, it seems, had no concrete referent.”41 As such, readers were provided with an analogue, and yet the precise meaning they drew from the reference was subjective and, as Katz has noted, up to one’s “imagination.” Indeed, newspaper editors relied heavily on readers’ “imaginations” to fill in the blanks regarding sexuality.

Perhaps such references went over the head of some readers, but assuredly some readers understood that sexual intimacy was possible between Frank Dubois and Gertie Fuller (and Elizabeth/John and their love interest, as well). Assuming otherwise would be to fall into the same trap that befell nineteenth-century sexologists, wherein sexual innocence was believed to be the hallmark of all but the perverted. Indeed, individuals in the nineteenth century most often lived in close quarters with one another, making sexual prudery virtually impossible (or at the very least, possible only to the upper middle class). Furthermore, those individuals who were raised in rural areas or in close proximity to livestock were similarly well acquainted with reproductive activities and therefore no strangers to sexuality in many manifestations. In this context, it is foolish to dismiss the power in such “referential idioms” as the “Case of Betty John” that the Waupun Times published, as such references were powerful framing devices that provided context for audiences to interpret the Frank Dubois case. However, the Waupun Times did not stop at the “Case of Betty John” and instead went on to publish another analogue that perhaps provided a clearer referential idiom for readers.

Two weeks after the publication of the “Betty John” case, the Waupun Times again published a “counterpart” to Dubois, this time drawn from the medical journal Alienist and Neurologist. The paper introduced the example with the following preface: “The sensation produced by the attempt of Mrs. Hudson [Frank Dubois] to play the role of husband has attracted a good deal of attention, but other similar cases have been known before. In a recent … Alienist and Neurologist, Dr. P. M. Wise, of the William [sic] Lunatic Asylum, described a woman now in that institution who for some years passed as ‘husband’ and was acknowledged as such by the ‘wife,’ although it does not appear that any marriage ceremony was ever performed. The following is an abstract of Dr. Wise’s paper.”42 Significantly, Wise’s article was a pathbreaking piece within the realm of sexology, as up to this point sexologists had primarily been interested in exploring gender and sexual deviance in men. Thus, Wise’s study was one of the first to be entirely devoted to a patient with female anatomy. What’s more, Wise’s article contained the first usage of the term “lesbian” in an American publication. The individual featured in Wise’s article was Joseph Lobdell, a gender transgressor who gained notoriety in the national mass-circulation press in the 1870s and 1880s. I will return to discuss Lobdell’s appearance in the Waupun Times shortly, but given the great importance of Lobdell’s case history as the first “lesbian,” it is worth pausing to discuss his life previous to his mention in the rural Wisconsin paper (and for that matter, prior to his incarceration in the Willard Asylum for the Insane).

“Romantic Paupers”

Joseph Israel Lobdell was born Lucy Ann Lobdell around 1829 in Westerlo, New York.43 According to an autobiography published in 1855, Lobdell was different from the start, desiring pursuits such as schooling and hunting that were unconventional for young girls. He endured an unhappy marriage to a man (George Slater), who eventually abandoned Lobdell and their young daughter.44 At that point, faced with few opportunities to support himself as a woman, Lobdell began dressing as a man.45 He lived a transient life for many years, working in various rural communities in upstate New York, Pennsylvania, and even as far west as Minnesota. In most of these locations, he presented himself publicly as a man and earned a living through hunting or working in other rural industries, such as lumbering.46 By the mid-1860s, Lobdell fell on hard times and sought refuge in the almshouse of Delaware County, New York. It was here that Lobdell met a woman named Mary Louise Perry, and the pair developed a relationship that would last many years. The couple left the almshouse in the late 1860s and traveled throughout the rural areas of Pennsylvania.

Although there are few records related to the early years of their relationship, it appears that by 1871 the pair had become somewhat notorious in the region of southeastern Pennsylvania. One local paper reported, “Much has been said and written about lately concerning two dilapidated specimens of humanity, who have been wandering about through this region of country for nearly three years, and who have been representing themselves as man and wife, and call themselves Joseph Israel Lobdell and Mrs. Lobdell.”47 The story proved to be of interest beyond southeastern Pennsylvania, and it appeared in newspapers across the country, often under the title “Romantic Paupers.”48 This article established a standard narrative about Lobdell and Perry that circulated in the mass-circulation press as they continued to receive attention throughout the 1870s and 1880s.

Notably, just like the press coverage of Frank Dubois, “Romantic Paupers” reveals the relatively fluid and nonbinary way both gender and sexuality were described in the late nineteenth century. While historians for a generation have embraced the “romantic friendship” model as a means of understanding nineteenth-century same-sex intimacy, a close reading of “Romantic Paupers” and subsequent iterations of Lobdell’s story suggests that Americans were not so innocent concerning the idea of same-sex love as previously believed. Similar to newspaper discussions of the relationship between Frank Dubois and Gertie Fuller, papers did not explicitly mention the nature of Lobdell and Perry’s partnership, yet they did repeatedly suggest that it went beyond a platonic friendship, often describing it as “strange,” or as a “mutual affection so strong they refused to be separated.”49 Such descriptions may not have signaled sexual connotations to all audience members, but the vague language certainly left much to readers to interpret for themselves and cracked open room to imagine sexual possibilities. Certainly the combination of phrases such as “female husband” and references to the “strong affection” that had “sprung up between the two women” were enough to suggest to some readers that Lobdell and Perry’s relationship was similar to other marriages, including their erotic components.50 Just as some have written about the closet being more of an “open secret” rather than the absence of knowledge, one of the remarkable aspects of newspaper coverage of their relationship is the silence that enveloped it.51 Indeed, journalists allowed Lobdell and Perry to keep their “open secret” by not discussing explicitly the nature of their relationship—and yet some readers no doubt filled this silence with their own interpretations of the sexual possibilities therein.

Lobdell and Perry cycled in and out of various state institutions and almshouses throughout the 1870s. They generally escaped lengthy sentences and were relatively free to wander the rural counties of western New York and eastern Pennsylvania. At some point in 1877, Lobdell purchased a small plot of land in Wayne County, Pennsylvania—a plot his brother later characterized as “four or five acres situated near Narrowsburgh in Wayne County Pennsylvania. I don’t think it is worth more than $10. Is a very rocky[,] poor place.”52 Although this may be read as a sign of the couple’s increasing stability, their legal troubles continued, and in 1880 Lobdell’s brother ordered that Lobdell be tried in an insanity hearing at Delaware County Court.

During the hearing, fourteen men from the surrounding community testified, and each swore that Lobdell was not of sound mind. William M. Main, for example, stated, “I am acquainted with Lucy Ann Slater and have known her for about twenty years. On one subject her mind is not sound but on other matters [I] have heard her talk quite sensibly. I have never had an intimate acquaintance with her habits and customs. I know that she sometimes dresses in men’s clothes and it is on that subject that I think her of unsound mind.”53 In Main’s testimony and several others recorded in the Delaware County Court, Lobdell’s insanity was specific to his desire to wear men’s clothing. However, as many of the testimonies made clear, Lobdell’s mode of dress was nothing new for him. In fact, several of the witnesses testified that they had known of Lobdell’s predilection for men’s clothes for twenty years or longer. This revelation suggests something quite powerful: that Lobdell’s neighbors were, for many years, willing to accept his queer embodiment and his partnership with a woman, and that they did not undertake any effort to modify his behavior or interfere with his relationship. While those actions would occasionally make Lobdell the subject of sensational newspaper articles, these courtroom revelations suggest a more mundane component of Lobdell’s story: that his behavior was condoned by his neighbors, except in instances when he appeared to be a threat to himself or the community. Indeed, the court testimonies reveal that neither Lobdell’s gender transgressions nor his relationship with Mary Perry was considered threatening.

Furthermore, such testimony suggests that it was not simply Lobdell’s queer embodiment that brought about the insanity hearing, because otherwise the hearing would have been called years before. The testimony makes clear that there were more factors involved than simply Lobdell’s dress, particularly his ability to support a household financially. Neighbor Harry Walsh, for example, testified, “She is insane without doubt and incapable of governing herself or of managing her property.”54 As Christine Stansell has shown, by the late nineteenth century in the North, mainstream attitudes about poverty had shifted from those widely held in the Revolutionary era. Whereas earlier, poor people were pitied, by the mid-nineteenth century, poor people were vilified as bringing poverty on themselves through laziness.55 In this way, Lobdell’s inability to properly care for himself, Perry, or his land was understood by those in his 1880 court hearing to be the result of personal pathology.

Another aspect of Lobdell’s identity that prompted some to view him as a nuisance to the community was his public articulations of religion. Lobdell’s brother made an explicit connection between Lobdell’s strange faith and his supposed insanity in his testimony, stating, “I think her insanity was to some extent caused by excitement in religious matters.”56 Newspapers had long remarked on Lobdell’s public expressions of religion, often noting that while traveling, he and Perry would present themselves as “Rev. Joseph Israel Lobdell and wife.”57 Furthermore, it was in Lobdell’s expression of religion that he was most often described as insane. For example, the New Haven Register reported that in the 1870s, when living in Monroe County, Pennsylvania, the pair would make frequent appearances in “the village, where the man would deliver wild and incoherent harangues on religion, and both would beg for food and shelter.”58 Similarly, the New York Herald wrote in 1877, “They were preaching, they said, the gospel of a new dispensation. The man delivered meaningless harangues, until the strange pair were driven from the place.”59 Over and over, Lobdell’s “incoherent” articulations of religious philosophy were deployed in newspapers as a means of conveying Lobdell as an outsider, someone who did not share the same values as the community he was attempting to enter. Thus, Lobdell was seen as a public nuisance not only (or perhaps even primarily) because of his queer embodiment, but also because of the ways he disrupted community life in other ways—his inability to provide for himself or his wife (and hence his reliance on the charity of others), and his religious provocations. These factors combined led to his incarceration at the Ovid Asylum in Seneca County, New York, and later the Willard Asylum for the Insane.60

This notion that Lobdell was strange, but what made him a danger was not his queer embodiment or his relationship with Perry per se, but rather their unconventional and undomestic lifestyle, is evident in the various contemporary newspaper narratives about the couple. Newspaper articles written about Lobdell and Perry in the 1870s conveyed a surprisingly fluid understanding of sexuality. Articles such as “Romantic Paupers” and “A Mountain Romance” suggested the possibility of a long-term “romantic” and “singular” attachment between the individuals. This relationship was consistently described as “strange,” and yet it was not depicted as dangerous or pathological. Indeed, newspapers throughout the nation occasionally used the term “female husband,” with all the ambiguities it contained, to refer to Lobdell.61

“A Case of Sexual Perversion”

Once Lobdell was institutionalized, however, he was placed under the medical gaze and his queer embodiment was interpreted much differently than it had been by his neighbors and in newspaper accounts. At Willard Psychiatric Center, Lobdell was put in the care of Dr. P. M. Wise, a sexologist who had studied under the prolific James Kiernan (who himself had studied under the influential German sexologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing). At the time, sexology was still in its infancy. In fact, Krafft-Ebing’s pathbreaking Psychopathia Sexualis would not be published for several more years, and most studies of deviant sexuality remained focused on biological men. However, theories were circulating within European medical journals about women—specifically, the “sexual inversion” model of homosexuality was thought to apply to both men and women. Krafft-Ebing created a taxonomy of female gender and sexual deviance, dividing “abnormal” women into four categories, depending on their level of expressed masculinity.62 This focus on gender rather than sexuality illustrates that sexologists (perhaps even more than newspaper editors) embraced the Victorian-era belief that women were passionless and asexual, which made erotic relationships between two women difficult to imagine. Indeed, as George Chauncey glibly noted in his canonical article “From Sexual Inversion to Homosexuality,” “In the context of female passionlessness, there was no place for lesbianism as it is currently understood: if women could not even respond with sexual enthusiasm to the advances of men, how could they possibly stimulate sexual excitement between themselves?”63 Although many Americans in the nineteenth century understood sexual desire in women to be a natural element of the human experience, sexologists viewed female sexual passion as pathological and “unnatural.” In Krafft-Ebing’s theories and elsewhere in early sexological thought, sexual inversion in women was a condition caused by the complete reversal of one’s gender role. And because gender was believed to be an innate part of one’s identity, sexual inversion was thus articulated in Krafft-Ebing’s theories as a psychological disorder, likely congenital in origin. P. M. Wise wholly embraced this vision of sexual inversion, and the influence of Krafft-Ebing’s theories is plainly evident in Wise’s description of Joseph Lobdell in his article “A Case of Sexual Perversion.”

Though it was published in a regional medical journal and written about an individual housed at a mental institution for patients whose families could no longer financially support or physically care for them, Wise’s article was trailblazing in the field of American sexology. “A Case of Sexual Perversion” is historically significant because Lobdell was one of the first cases of “sexual inversion” in a biological woman to be discussed in the U.S. press.64 Other American sexologists took interest in Lobdell’s case, as did journalists in the mass-circulation press. Lobdell quickly became a measuring stick against which other gender and sexual deviants were compared and the theory of sexual inversion tested. Indeed, this was the same article that the Waupun Times reprinted in its analysis of the Frank Dubois case in late 1883—just months after the article first appeared in the Alienist and Neurologist. Before returning to the Dubois case, however, it is worthwhile to explore the ways in which Dr. P.M. Wise described Joseph Lobdell and his purported sexual and gender deviance.

In “A Case of Sexual Perversion,” Wise describes sexual inversion first and foremost as a mental disease; he remarks that “it is reasonable to consider true sexual perversion as always a pathological condition and a peculiar manifestation of insanity.”65 According to Wise, this “mental disease” was the cause of Lobdell’s queer embodiment, his repeated assertions that he was a man, and his “deviant” sexuality. Wise suggests that Lobdell’s case upholds the then-conventional sexological wisdom that insanity (and therefore homosexuality) could be passed from one generation to the next. He argues that Lobdell was genetically predisposed to this disease because he “inherited an insane history from her mother’s antecedents.”66

In Wise’s account, Lobdell’s claims of masculinity and his deviant sexuality are intimately connected. Wise’s case description opens with the following remarks:

CASE.—Lucy Ann Slater, alias, Rev. Joseph Lobdell, was admitted to the Willard Asylum, October 12th, 1880; aged 56, widow, without occupation and a declared vagrant. Her voice was coarse and her features were masculine. She was dressed in male attire throughout and declared herself to be a man, giving her name as Joseph Lobdell, a Methodist minister; said she was married and had a wife living. She appeared in good physical health; when admitted, she was in a state of turbulent excitement, but was not confused and gave responsive answers to questions. Her excitement was of an erotic nature and her sexual inclination was perverted. In passing to the ward, she embraced the female attendant in a lewd manner and came near overpowering her before she received assistance. Her conduct on the ward was characterized by the same lascivious conduct, and she made efforts at various times to have sexual intercourse with her associates.67

In this account, Lobdell’s assertion of masculinity and his “perverted” sexual inclinations are manifestations of the same pathology. This production is characteristic of the sexological conception of inversion as a theory of homosexuality, which, as Jack Halberstam explains, “folded gender variance and sexual preference into one economic package and attempted to explain all deviant behavior in terms of a firm and almost intuitive belief in a binary system of sexual stratification in which the stability of the terms ‘male’ and ‘female’ depended on the stability of the homosexual-heterosexual binary.”68 In Wise’s estimation, Lobdell’s sexual behavior was intimately connected to his masculinity—a connection that both testified to his pathology as well as validated the “naturalness” of the emergent heterosexual/homosexual binary and the bi-gender system on which it depended.

While much of Wise’s article reads as very similar to the newspaper narratives about Lobdell that had been circulating in the press since the early 1870s, one arena where Wise’s account diverges is his frank discussion of sexuality. While nineteenth-century standards of decorum prevented newspaper journalists from doing more than simply hinting at the intimate nature of Lobdell and Perry’s relationship, the context of a medical journal allowed Wise to be explicit in his descriptions of Lobdell’s desire for sexual gratification with women. Wise mentions how the pair met in the Delaware County almshouse—in prose strikingly similar to the “Romantic Paupers” article that circulated in 1871, suggesting that he used newspaper accounts of Lobdell’s life to bolster his clinical observations, and thereby illustrating that some of Wise’s observations were based on his reading of sensational newspapers, not on clinical evaluation. Nonetheless, Wise quickly moves on to discuss the sexual nature of Lobdell and Perry’s relationship. Whereas earlier newspaper reports suggested that the pair posed as husband and wife to protect themselves while traveling, Wise makes clear that Lobdell assumed the sexual responsibilities of a husband and had “a vivid recollection of her late ‘married life.’ From this statement it appears that she made frequent attempts at sexual intercourse with her companion and believed them successful; that she believed herself to posses virility and the coaptation [sic] of a male; that she had not experienced connubial content with her husband, but with her late companion nuptial satisfaction was complete.”69 Wise then goes on to discuss Lobdell’s claim that he possessed a “peculiar organ that make me more a man than a woman,” which “had the power to erect … in the same way a turtle protrudes its head.”70 Although Wise explains that he had never seen this organ, he did confirm that Lobdell’s clitoris was larger than normal—an observation which would come to be standard within sexological definitions of lesbianism.71 Wise’s descriptions of Lobdell’s sexual relationship are significant here because they are written in such a way that seems to confirm that Lobdell’s deviant sexuality was caused by a mental disease; descriptions of Lobdell’s actions are prefaced by the phrase “she believed,” and sexual relations with Perry are referred to as “attempts” rather than definitive actions.72

Additionally, Wise’s inclusion of Lobdell’s claim of a “peculiar organ” gave rise to the suggestion that he was perhaps intersex, which was another hotly debated issue within the medical community in the late nineteenth century. As Elizabeth Reis has observed, the last decades of the nineteenth century witnessed a transition in the ways intersex bodies were viewed by the medical profession (and American society more broadly). Previously, intersex individuals were thought to be physically monstrous creatures; by the nineteenth century, however, Americans increasingly viewed an intersex individual as human, although “a repulsive and duplicitous one.”73 As the nineteenth century progressed, intersex bodies were increasingly associated with homosexuality and other forms of sexual “deviance” defined by the medical profession as immoral and perverse.74 Thus, Wise’s decision to include a description of Lobdell’s anatomy (regardless of whether it was accurate) was likely deliberate in that it aided in Wise’s depiction of Lobdell as deviant and pathological.

Wise’s “A Case of Sexual Perversion” was the first study of female sexual inversion published in an American medical journal, and he played a critical role in formulating American medical definitions of gender and sexual deviance (and normativity). Indeed, although the Alienist and Neurologist was a St. Louis medical journal with a relatively small circulation, its articles were frequently noticed by local newspaper editors, who reproduced or summarized them in columns compiling news items of interest.75 Such was the case with the Waupun Times in their reproduction of Wise’s study, but this reproduction should not be interpreted as acceptance of his sexological theories. Indeed, the general public did not immediately embrace the new concepts introduced by sexologists—they were deployed skeptically rather than embraced enthusiastically.

“A Case of Sexual Perversion” appeared in the Waupun Times in substantially edited form. Many of the details that would have been considered salacious were removed; there was no mention of Lobdell’s description of his “special organ,” for example, and no reference to his repeated advances toward female staff members at the hospital. Instead, the only portions that the Waupun Times reproduced were those that described Lobdell’s early life, his marriage to Henry Slater, and his decision to don male clothes to facilitate hunting, along with a brief description of his relationship with Mary Perry. On this last point, the excerpt explained, “The attachment became mutual which led to their leaving their temporary home and commencing life in the woods in the relation of ‘husband and wife.’ In 1876 she was arrested as a vagrant and lodged in jail in Pennsylvania. A petition is now on record there from the wife for the release of her husband Joseph Israel Lobdell from prison because of failing health. In compliance with this petition he (or she) was released, and for three years they lived quietly together until she had a maniacal attack that resulted in her committal to the Willard Insane Asylum.”76 Although this description of Lobdell’s relationship with Perry appears somewhat benign, it is followed immediately with the concluding sentence (which, significantly, was not included in Wise’s original article): “Several similar cases of ‘perverted sexual instinct’ have been reported in Germany, male as well as female.”77

The inclusion of Wise’s article within the Waupun Times reveals several important insights into popular understandings of gender and sexuality in the late nineteenth century. First, it illustrates that newspaper editors—even those in small towns such as Waupun—were aware of sexology from its earliest days in the United States. As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, Wise’s article on Lobdell was one of the first studies of sexual inversion in women published in the United States, and the article contains the very first usage of the term “lesbian” in a U.S. publication. The fact that within a few months of its initial appearance in the Alienist and Neurologist Wise’s article would go on to appear within a small-town newspaper like the Waupun Times illustrates that sexological theories did not remain isolated within elite publications, and that they very quickly began to circulate within the mass-circulation press, flowing to and from rural areas. However, the fact that readers and newspaper editors in rural areas were aware of sexological theories on sexual and gender deviance did not mean that they necessarily believed them.

Subsequent articles published in the Waupun Times suggest that the editors were unwilling to accept sexological theories on “perverted sexual instinct” as the final word on the Dubois case. On December 18, 1883, at the conclusion of an article republished from the Fond du Lac Commonwealth, the Times editors wrote, “The Dubois matter is getting tiresome. We have published many articles on the subject because the whole thing is so marvelously strange and without much plausible reason. We hope the article published today from the Commonwealth is the last chapter.”78 Thus, while the newspaper narratives produced around Frank Dubois in 1883 suggest some of the ways sexology was beginning to influence popular discourse on gender and sexuality, they also provide evidence that sexology was looked to as providing a possible explanation, but not the only one. Indeed, the Waupun Times, unlike virtually all the other newspapers nationwide, went out of its way to provide readers with antecedents to makes sense of Dubois’s story. This likely displays how much more invested Dubois’s friends, neighbors, and fellow citizens of Waupun were in the story than were typical readers of newspapers elsewhere in the nation. They desired not just to be titillated by the tale of an eccentric individual but also to understand the story and the possible rationale behind Dubois’s unusual decisions. Editors of the Waupun Times understood this but came up short in terms of being able to provide local readers with a definitive explanation because there was no definitive explanation for gender transgression or “female husbands” in 1883.

“Female Husbands”

As was mentioned above, the national press consistently used the ambiguous term “female husband” when discussing Frank Dubois’s case. This phrase was by no means new, but its resurfacing in relation to the Dubois case prompted some newspapers to ruminate on its meaning. For example, on November 4, 1883, the New York Times published a multivalent editorial titled “Female Husbands.” It began by reminding readers of the details of the Dubois case, and it almost mournfully reported that “public opinion will not tolerate the marriage of two women.”79 The paper then went on to carefully consider the potential benefit that such marriages might pose:

If Mrs. Dubois chose to marry a woman, whose business was it? Such a marriage concerns the general public less than the normal sort of marriage, since it does not involve the promise and potency of children. It has been well established that if a woman chooses to wear trousers she has a right to wear them, and no one will venture to deny the right of any two women to live together if they prefer one another to solitude. Why, then, has not Mrs. Dubois the right to live with another woman who wears lawful trousers, and why should so much indignation be lavished upon Mrs. Dubois’s female husband?

There are many women who, if they had the opportunity, would select other women as husbands rather than marry men. The women who regard men as dull, tiresome creatures, incapable of understanding women, would find sympathy and pleasure in the society of female husbands.80

While up to this point the anonymously published editorial appears to be an earnest endorsement of same-sex marriage, it quickly takes a satirical turn:

The marriage of women would solve the problem which renders wretched the superfluous women of New England. Those unhappy women cannot marry because there are not enough men in New England to be divided fairly among them. The New England men, to a large extent, abstain from marrying their fellow New England women, and prefer to seek wives in other states. If half of these neglected women were to put on trousers and marry the other half, the painful spectacle of a hundred thousand lonely spinsters would forever disappear. The female husbands and their wives could read Emerson’s essays to each other, and thus completely satisfy the wildest longings of the female New England heart. What more could a New England spinster desire than a husband who never smokes, swears, or slams the door; who keeps his clothes in order, and does not stay out of the house until late at night, and who reads Emerson, understands the nature of women, and can discuss feminine dress with intelligence and appreciation?81

A sense of anxiety is palpable in the article, and it is clear that for some readers, news of the Dubois story provoked fears about the sanctity of marriage and its future in American society. This anxiety is articulated more clearly in an editorial published in the Milwaukee Peck’s Sun, penned by editor and eventual Wisconsin governor George W. Peck. He argues that “the marriage relation is an excellent thing for the world at large but if it is tooled with in this way by amateurs it will be brought into discredit and will become very unpopular. The idea of a woman playing husband and trying to split wood or drive team is absurd. The best woman in the world could not take the place of a man, and do chores around the house and go down town nights and come home full of election whisky without giving herself away.”82 Of course, several fictions are required both here and in the New York Times in order for the narrative to operate on the level of satire and/or ridicule. Although the national press had flirted with illusions of the sexual attraction between Dubois and Fuller—using vague language to suggest a “mysterious link” joining the married couple—in the New York Times editorial, women are depicted according to the Victorian model of female passionlessness. As such, it is suggested that the “wildest longings of the female New England heart” could be satisfied by poetry—not sexual activity. Additionally, while Peck claims authoritatively that “the best woman in the world could not take the place of a man,” he ignores the fact that Frank Dubois had successfully passed as a man for many months, adeptly performing all the manly chores that were expected of a husband.

Furthermore, while most coverage of the Dubois affair portrayed Gertrude Fuller as a “normal” woman—young, conventionally attractive, and, had it not been for Dubois, a suitable partner for a middle-class man—in the New York Times editorial, same-sex marriage is portrayed as a solution to the “problem” of spinsters (or, as the author refers to them, the “wretched … superfluous women of New England”). Americans had long been anxious about the troublesome figure of the “spinster,” as rates of unmarried women had climbed throughout the nineteenth century, at times reaching near 10 percent.83 The spinster was a queer figure, as she rejected convention by remaining unmarried, and yet the popular image of the spinster—old and unattractive—suggested that she was unmarried not by choice, but because she was undesirable to men. Thus, in the New York Times “Female Husbands” editorial, same-sex marriage was evacuated of its radical potential to serve as an alternative to heterosexual marriage, because it was positioned simply as a solution to a problem that plagued heterosexual men—unattractive women. Thus, rather than acknowledging the facts of the Dubois case—that a “normal” biological woman chose to marry a trans man—the New York Times ridiculed the practice by associating it with a group that was universally derided.

Furthermore, these editorials differ substantially from coverage of the Dubois case elsewhere in the mass-circulation press in another important way: they portray the boundaries between men and women as inflexible and impermeable. As Peck writes, “The idea of a woman playing husband and trying to split wood or drive team is absurd.” This conveys the notion that women are inherently so distinct from men that the suggestion that they could complete the same tasks was laughable. However, elsewhere in the mass-circulation press, journalists were not so quick to dismiss the idea of women successfully embodying masculinity. The editorials published in the Peck’s Sun and New York Times reveal the anxiety provoked not simply by the facts surrounding Frank Dubois’s marriage, but also by the tepid response to the marriage evident in the nation’s newspapers. If individuals assigned female at birth could successfully woo “normal” women, and if their actions were condoned, then the romantic future of heterosexual cisgender men could be in peril.

Although George Peck and the author of the “Female Husbands” editorial likely sought to delegitimate same-sex marriage and trans men, neither the authors, nor the papers that published their editorials, could control the ways that readers interpreted their work. No doubt, some individuals who read the line “If Mrs. Dubois chose to marry a woman, whose business was it?” agreed with the sentiment. Some, perhaps even were themselves engaged in some sort of queer domestic arrangement. As subsequent chapters will illustrate, queer households peppered communities throughout the nation, and trans men lived in towns large and small from coast to coast. These individuals assuredly read editorials like “Female Husbands” with a smirk, perhaps before heading out and splitting wood or performing some other “manly” chore with ease.

Conclusion

The newspaper coverage of Dubois’s story in 1883 marked a turning point in representations of trans men and relationships between individuals assigned female at birth; it was within coverage of Dubois that many of the last utterances of the term “female husband” appeared in metropolitan newspapers such as the New York Times.84 Although the phenomenon of women posing as husbands did not disappear, the label of “female husband” did. This shift was likely caused by growing anxiety (palpable in the editorials discussed above) about the term itself. Indeed, the term “female husband” could serve dual purposes. At once, it registered the absurdity of the notion of women serving as “husband,” as women in the late nineteenth century were constructed as being the opposite of that which is implied by the term. On the other hand, however, the term “female husband” could also provide same-sex relationships with a certain amount of legitimacy. Husbands in the nineteenth century carried a great deal of legal and social authority; male privilege was enshrined in large part through coverture laws that conferred authority to “husbands” in unique and important ways. As such, the term rendered respect such that the phrase “female husband” was jarring—too jarring, it seems, for newspaper writers to employ after 1890.

In the 1870s and 1880s, however, newspapers were willing to discuss “female husbands,” and what’s more, they were willing to make vague references to same-sex desire. Indeed, even in Victorian-era America, there appeared to be an understanding of biological women as sexual entities. In the coverage of both Joseph Lobdell and Frank Dubois, newspapers consistently made open-ended statements about their “mysterious” relationships with women, leaving readers to imagine the possibilities of same-sex intimacies. Furthermore, the relationships themselves were not portrayed as inherently deviant. Instead, Lobdell’s failure to live up to the expectations of a “husband” (i.e., his inability to provide a stable home for Mary Perry) rendered him a nuisance—not his queer embodiment. Similarly, Frank Dubois was seen as strange because he abandoned a normative household where he was a wife and mother in order to serve as a husband to another biological woman. Such behavior was considered strange, but not in and of itself dangerous. Even as sexological writing began to infiltrate popular discussions of gender and sexuality, it was not immediately embraced as gospel. Newspaper editors, particularly those who wrote for the community wherein a trans man was “discovered,” continued to do what they did in the Dubois case: they looked to sexology to provide one possible explanation, but they also sought out local experts—people who knew the individuals personally and could attest to their character and their standing in the community. It continued to be the case that the opinions of neighbors, coworkers, and wives mattered much more on the local level when it came to determining the reaction to trans men than did the “expert” opinion of sexologists.

On the national level, however, sexologists did come to have greater explanatory power after the 1890s. The sexological model of the “female sexual invert”—a dangerous and pathological individual who threatened to seduce “normal” white women—became an increasingly familiar figure in the national press broadly, and the sensational press in particular. Sensational journalism, referred to at the time as “yellow journalism,” gained influence in the 1890s under the auspices of Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal. Although Pulitzer and Hearst were critiqued by their competitors for exploiting violence, sex, and crime in order to appeal to mass audiences, the genre caught on. This growing popularity was helped in part, no doubt, by Pulitzer and Hearst’s increasing roles as media moguls, which they used to exert influence beyond New York City by the purchasing of newspapers and, in Hearst’s case, creating wire services, each of which bore the mark of sensationalism.85

In this marketplace—wherein journalists were expected to exploit difference in order to create morality tales in which “good” and “dangerous” were easily identifiable from each other—there was no room for ambiguous terms like “female husbands,” as they left too much space for reader interpretation. As the genre of sensationalism increasingly marked metropolitan newspapers, trans men were figured as deviant in nationalizing discourse, and therefore little room was left for a term that conveyed some level of legitimacy to those figures whom sensational journalists sought to portray as freaks. Previous scholars have noted this identifiable shift in national representations of gender and sexuality, and the 1890s have been heralded as a period in which understandings of gender and sexuality underwent substantial change.86 However, once you scratch beneath the surface and interrogate the dissonance between local and national discussions of trans men, tremendous continuity can be seen between the 1870s and the twentieth century.
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Beyond Community

Rural Lives of Trans Men

In his recent work, Colin Johnson writes, “It still feels safe to many people to assume that rural Americans simply didn’t talk about same-sex sexual behavior or gender nonconformity during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Or, if they did, what they had to say about these matters was probably more similar than not to what comparably situated people would say today.” Johnson goes on to refute this truism—which he refers to as the “rural repressive hypothesis”—because it “assumes incorrectly that nothing ever changes in rural America.”1 This chapter picks up Johnson’s insights and considers their applicability to the lives of trans men at the turn of the twentieth century. As such, this chapter follows a spate of recent work comprising the “rural turn” in queer studies—Johnson’s as well as that of John Howard, Peter Boag, Brock Thompson, Rachel Hope Cleves, and Nayan Shah—taking a fresh look at non-metropolitan areas and challenging much of what scholars (and society more broadly) have long assumed about queer history in rural spaces. Looking beyond the coastal cities that once dominated the field of LGBT history, this chapter takes an in-depth look at the lives of trans men who chose to live in rural (or at least non-metropolitan) areas in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century. This chapter questions why, in a period when the nation as a whole was undergoing rapid urbanization and queer subcultures were beginning to emerge in the nation’s cities, many trans men chose to remain in (or relocate to) small towns and rural spaces in the nation’s interior.

While finding comprehensive statistical data on gender transgressors in this period is impossible, the available evidence suggests that many trans men chose to live in small towns. Between 1876 and 1936, newspapers discussed sixty-five unique cases of individuals who were assigned female at birth but who lived as men.2 Of those sixty-five cases, twenty-two (or close to 35 percent) lived in non-metropolitan areas. Many others lived in small cities not commonly associated with large queer communities, such as Omaha, Salt Lake City, Milwaukee, Lincoln, and Bangor. In fact, at a time when the nation’s cities were growing at a breakneck pace, a majority of the documented cases of trans men lived outside of large cities. In this way, the stories of Joseph Lobdell and Frank Dubois discussed in the previous chapter do not represent a prehistory to the urban migration of trans men that the 1890s would usher in; rather, they suggest patterns that gender-transgressive individuals would continue to express well into the twentieth century.

Whereas the metronormative logic that has guided much of queer history to this point suggests that individuals need to move to large cities in order to lead queer lives, this chapter suggests otherwise. What makes the fact that so many trans men lived in rural areas and small towns so remarkable is that it appears as though this was their choice. Like most individuals in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the trans men in this book were fairly transient, moving several times in their adult lives. Beginning in the 1890s, for example, a trans man named Ellis Glenn repeatedly chose to live in towns with populations under five thousand, such as Lapeer, Michigan; Hillsboro, Illinois; and Williamstown, West Virginia. And, as court testimony bore out, he was able to lead an active social (and romantic) life in each of these locales.3 This movement (from small town to small town, not small town to large city) paints a very different trajectory for queer lives than queer history has traditionally presented. This chapter will ruminate on such movement: Why did trans men like Ellis Glenn choose to live in small towns? What did these spaces offer that larger cities might not? How might these deliberate choices shift the way we think about queer history? In answering these questions, this chapter will argue that rural spaces and small towns presented trans men with surprising opportunities. While large cities might afford their queer residents the benefit of anonymity, non-metropolitan areas offered their own set of advantages, which some queers found preferable to the ones offered by larger cities. Specifically, non-metropolitan spaces assured trans men that as long as they lived their lives as normative men, their gender transgressions would be tolerated due to the structures of familiarity that regulate life in small towns. Indeed, trans men were protected both by the nature of small town life as well as by the value placed on masculinity in such environments. Because trans men preformed vital functions within their communities (serving as farmers, husbands, and neighbors), their lives as men were often seen in a positive light.

Beyond rethinking the notion that rural areas and small towns are inherently dangerous spaces for queer individuals, this chapter will also challenge the notion that these spaces are “backward.” It might appear on the surface that rural spaces were less likely to pathologize queer individuals at the turn of the twentieth century because they were “behind,” or unaware of the emergent sexological discourse on sexual inversion or homosexuality. However, this is not what I wish to argue. I do not mean to suggest in any way that the inhabitants of rural areas were any less savvy about sexuality or gender than their urban counterparts, nor were they ignorant of the emergent discourse of sexology. In fact, individuals in small towns were aware of the emergent sexological discourse of the day, as illustrated by the Waupun Times reproduction of Dr. P. M. Wise’s article “A Case of Sexual Perversion.” The fact that within a year of its initial appearance in the Alienist and Neurologist Wise’s paradigm-setting article would go on to appear in a small-town newspaper like the Waupun Times disproves the idea that rural communities were isolated from the emergent scientific discourse on sexual and gender deviance. Just as significantly, the Waupun Times editorial staff did not reproduce Wise’s article to serve as the last word on the Dubois case; instead, they offered the article alongside accounts from Dubois’s mother-in-law, neighbors, and other family members, and the testimonies from community members were granted just as much weight as the theories of sexual and gender deviance articulated by Wise.

This example suggests the utility of Martin Manalansan’s notion of “alternative modernity” in thinking through the realities of gender and sexuality in rural areas, rather than the “backward” framework that all too often colors discussions of small towns and rural spaces.4 Brock Thompson has deployed Manalansan’s notion in his work on Arkansas, in which he explains, “Arkansas was never behind; Arkansas never played catch-up to modern alternatives found elsewhere in the nation. Rather, Arkansas offered and operated under specific social and cultural conditions that shaped it as an alternative modernity … Arkansas … operated within its own framework of modernity, buttressed by and defined within specific cultural circumstances found in the rural South.”5 Thompson’s notion of Arkansas as an “alternative modernity” allows him to debunk the “rural is to urban as backward is to progressive” framework that has all too often guided work in queer history. This chapter will argue that Manalansan’s “alternative modernity” can help us rethink rural spaces throughout the nation as well. Indeed, rural Waupun, Wisconsin, was not isolated from the rest of the country, nor were its inhabitants ignorant of the theories being presented by sexologists. Sexological theories circulated, and were combined with more colloquial ways of defining normative behavior, to create alternative means of regulating social membership, in ways that should not be considered “behind” or “backward” but rather “alternative.” This alternative means of boundary definition, as this chapter will show, provided opportunities for trans men to gain acceptance and/or toleration in rural spaces at the turn of the twentieth century.

This formulation is dependent on a widening of Thompson’s application of “alternative modernity” from a state-specific application to refer instead to rural spaces and small towns more broadly. This is a significant shift in the historiography within the “rural turn” of queer studies. With the notable exception of Colin Johnson’s scholarship, much of the work within rural queer studies has been regional in its approach. For example, Peter Boag’s Re-dressing America’s Frontier Past investigates cross-dressing in the American frontier and argues that the specific historical realities of the frontier allowed for greater acceptance of gender transgressions than elsewhere in the nation. Boag correctly identifies the acceptance of cross-dressing in frontier communities, as well as common tropes through which Western cases of cross-dressing were discussed in national newspapers (“nineteenth-century sources typically found reasons for these female-to-male masquerades in the exigencies of western American settlement”).6 While this observation is absolutely true—national newspapers did commonly utilize tropes of the mythic West when discussing frontier cases of cross-dressing—the tolerance that cross-dressers found in frontier communities was actually quite similar to the tolerance that trans men were able to negotiate and build for themselves in rural communities throughout the nation.7 Indeed, as this chapter will illustrate, trans men were able to find tolerance in rural communities throughout the United States, from Virginia to Montana, from New York to Mississippi.

George Green

In the mid-to-late 1860s, a trans man who went by the name of George Green married Mary Biddle in Erie, Pennsylvania. There is little trace of the details of how they met, or the nature of their relationship, but we can glean something of their lives together from extant census records. It appears that George Green was born in England in 1833 and immigrated to the United States in 1865 at the age of thirty-two.8 Less is known about George’s wife; newspaper reports published upon George’s death suggested that she was married once before her marriage to George, but the veracity of those accounts cannot be determined. However, what is clear is that when Mary and George tied the knot around 1867, they both were above the average age of first marriage (Mary being twenty-six and George being thirty-four).

It is unclear where George and Mary lived immediately following their Pennsylvania marriage, but at some point in the 1870s the couple moved to the rural countryside seventy miles outside of Raleigh, North Carolina.9 The couple lived in this poor, racially mixed area for about twenty years, and by 1900 they were listed as having a mortgage on their own farm.10 At some point between 1900 and 1902, the couple moved 140 miles to the north, to the small town of Ettrick, Virginia, likely to be with family who lived in the area.11 Once they arrived in Ettrick, the couple blended in with their rural neighbors. Despite the fact that George was approaching seventy by this time, he worked as a farmhand. No one, from the neighbors to the men George worked with, suspected that anything was amiss. However, in the spring of 1902, George passed away after a brief illness. Given how seamlessly the couple had blended into the Ettrick community, their neighbors and friends were very surprised when they arrived to help prepare George’s body for burial, as it was only then that they realized his body lacked the anatomical components generally associated with masculinity.

Local newspapers12 suggest that the revelation of Green’s “true sex” was met not with condemnation, but rather with support for the fact that Green had been an honest and hardworking individual during his life. In fact, the Index-Appeal of nearby Petersburg, Virginia, suggested that any sensation elicited by the story was due not to the case itself, but rather was entirely driven by newspaper correspondents and editors of big-city papers who descended on the small town once word of the story had gotten out. The Index-Appeal reported, “The quiet and orderly community of Ettrick is about the last place that a newsmonger would look for a sensation, but as usual as it is the unexpected that has happened. Ettrick will wake up this morning to find itself famous all over the country wherever the Associated Press reaches and the enterprising correspondent has access. Ettrick has a genuine sensation.”13 Tellingly, the Index-Appeal chose to publish the story not on the front page, but rather in the “local news” section at the back of the paper, thereby suggesting that the widespread attention Green’s story was receiving was not entirely warranted.

Newspapers in Richmond devoted a bit more attention to Green’s story, and as with Petersburg’s Index-Appeal, this coverage was marked by sympathy rather than sensationalism. Richmond’s Times and Dispatch both emphasized how well Green played the part of a man. The Times remarked, “Daily has Green worked with men, and never [was there a] a suspicion that their companion was a woman.”14 Additionally, both papers emphasized how devoted Green’s wife had been. The first article published in the Richmond Dispatch reported, “Mrs. Green is overcome with grief and her sorrow at parting with her husband is as sincere and as genuine as has ever been witnessed.” The Times observed that “the wife is almost overcome with grief. No sorrow more profound or deeper was ever seen.”15 Such statements presented Green’s life as valuable in that he was sorely missed, and his widow’s grief was presented as sincere and understandable—not deviant or strange. These superlative statements describing Mary’s genuine grief and sincere sorrow had the additional effect of ensuring that she could go on living in the community without any negative repercussions.

As the coverage of Green’s case continued in the Richmond press, more details emerged about the nature of his marriage—details that helped to depict his life as laudable rather than abnormal. For example, in its second story on the case, the Times published an interview with Green’s widow wherein she explained the circumstances surrounding her marriage. Mary Green made clear that she did not know of her husband’s anatomy before they married, and once she learned of it, she decided to keep the secret to avoid embarrassing her husband. Since that day, she said, “we lived together as brother and sister.” Significantly, rather than criticize Mary Green’s choice as evidence of a pathology or sexual deviance, the Times endorsed her decision, writing, “Those who at first censured, now pity the woman, and recognize the nobility of character she has shown in carrying untold a sorrow, because it gave happiness to another. Her course is commended by everyone now, and those who dared offer suggestion against her, are repentant.”16 In this quote, the Times characterized Green’s marriage as one that no one else had the right to judge, despite its unconventional nature. Phrases such as “her course is commended by everyone now” suggest the universality of the paper’s assessment, making any further speculation of the motives behind the marriage—such as sexual deviance—seem foolish.

Despite its laudatory assessment of Mary Green as a self-sacrificing individual, the Times also made clear that she should not be considered a martyr, as George Green himself had been an honorable man. The paper quoted her as saying, “He was the noblest soul that ever lived. He has worked so hard through his life, and has been all I had to cheer me. No man can say he ever wronged him. He was a Christian and I believe he is now with Christ.”17 Apparently others in the community also shared this opinion of Green, as Petersburg’s Index-Appeal reported that Green’s funeral was held at St. Joseph’s Catholic church, conducted by Rev. J. T. O’Ferrell and that Green’s body was buried in the Catholic cemetery in Petersburg.18

As Green’s story circulated outside the local context to the pages of large metropolitan newspapers such as the San Francisco Call, the New York World, the Chicago Daily Tribune, and the Philadelphia Inquirer, it remained much the same as it appeared within the local press. This national coverage shared several common trends: most mentioned how well Green had played the part of a man, how contented his marriage had seemed, and rarely was any hypothesis offered as to why Green began living as a man.19

I will return to the implications of the national coverage of Green’s case later in this chapter. For now, I would like to suggest that the local newspaper accounts of George Green’s death can tell us a great deal about queer history in rural spaces. For one thing, the local reports are overwhelmingly supportive of Green and his life choices. While they present Green as a curiosity, at no point do they suggest that he was a deviant individual. Instead, they describe his life in male clothing in entirely normative terms—he was a hard worker, a good husband, and an altogether productive member of society. Furthermore, the fact that his funeral was held in the local Catholic church and his body buried in the parish cemetery supports the notion that the rural community of Ettrick was willing to stand by its queer citizen.

Additionally, the trajectory of Green’s life suggests to us a new way of conceiving of queer history. Most works on queer history focus on the urban lives of queer individuals, as well as the formation of urban subcultures. In his now-classic essay “Capitalism and Gay Identity,” John D’Emilio argued that the formation of the identity category of homosexuality was created out of the shifts that took place in the late nineteenth century from family-based household economies to modern capitalism. The movement from rural family units to urban enclaves of similar individuals was a crucial part of this shift. As D’Emilio explains, “By the end of the century, a class of men and women existed who recognized their erotic interest in their own sex, saw it as a trait that set them apart from the majority, and sought others like themselves … it has made possible the formation of urban communities of lesbians and gay men and, more recently, of a politics based on sexual identity.”20 Although some have quibbled with the particulars over the years, D’Emilio’s essay remains an extremely important text, and in fact, it can be credited with shaping much of the historiography of LGBT history in the 1990s and beyond. Indeed, with its focus on rural to urban migration, D’Emilio implicitly suggests that the city is the place for historians to look for queer history.

In this way, George Green’s case can be useful for several reasons. One, it seems to provide clear evidence that rural communities could be supportive environs for trans men in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In addition, George and Mary Green’s choice to continually live in rural spaces, perhaps in isolation from other queer individuals, runs counter to the ways that historians have imagined queer history and suggests the need to reevaluate how portable the insights about gays and lesbians can be in understanding the historical lives of trans men and other gender transgressors. Indeed, not only did the Greens choose to live in rural North Carolina and Virginia, they seemingly chose to live outside of queer communities. Thus, even though much about the Greens’ lives together is unrecoverable (Were they in a physical relationship? Was it true that Mary did not know George’s “true sex” before their marriage? etc.), the things we do know about them should prompt us to reconsider what we think we know about queer history.
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Figure 2.1. William C. Howard, 1902. Image from the Chicago Tribune.

Similarly, we don’t know what precisely the Greens’ friends and neighbors thought about their relationship—whether, for instance, they presumed it to be asexual and therefore simply eccentric rather than queer. However, to assume that everyone in Ettrick presumed that George and Mary’s relationship was (and had always been) nonsexual ignores clear evidence that ideas about same-sex intimacy had been circulating in even the most remote corners of the nation for decades.21 Additionally, sexological theories of sexual inversion that connected cross-gender identification with sexual deviance (and, more broadly, pathology) had been circulating throughout the national press since at least the 1890s, and yet those ideas appeared irrelevant in the ways that the Ettrick community responded to the news that George Green lacked the anatomy traditionally associated with masculinity. He was not depicted as a deviant individual who had pathologically manipulated the public for years, but rather as a respected community member whose positive contributions were remembered fondly. Furthermore, it is worth noting that George Green was by no means the only trans man to choose to live in a rural area in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In fact, the day after newspapers nationwide reported George Green’s “deathbed discovery,” another very similar story appeared from Canandaigua, New York.

William C. Howard

Alice Howard was born in upstate New York in the 1860s. According to Howard’s half brothers, as a child, Alice would often wear “men’s attire, and showed fondness for boy’s and men’s work. This tendency grew till when still quite young she adopted male clothing and men’s mode of life.”22 By the time Howard was twenty, he had taken the name William and was living full-time as a man. Perhaps surprisingly, this transition did not happen once he moved to a city or even upon moving away from his family home. Instead, the 1880 federal census lists twenty-year-old William Howard (male) as living in the same household as his mother, sister Minnie, as well as an aunt and uncle.23 Although it seems that Howard’s family wasn’t thrilled with his choice (the Rochester Democrat-Chronicle later reported “though the family had known of the strange predilection … for many years, they had been unable to induce her to array herself in the proper garb for a member of her sex”), Howard clearly compelled them to reevaluate.24

As a man, William Howard became well-known within the small towns of western New York State. According to the Syracuse Evening Telegram, “ ‘William’ was quite a favorite with the girls, whom he frequently took riding in his rig, as many other ‘young fellow’ was wont to do on a Sunday afternoon.”25 Similarly, the Ontario County Journal reported that Howard was “a frail but good-looking young man, who enjoyed the company of girls. He spent his money freely and the rivalry for his exclusive attention was participated in by almost all the young women in the neighborhood.”26 As for Howard’s family, the paper reported, they “had tolerated the secret [of William’s ‘true sex’] so long that when they discovered the fearful limit to which the girl was going—the marriage to another woman—they seemed almost unable to break the secret.”27 These newspaper accounts are revealing in what they suggest about queer possibilities in rural spaces. Indeed, not only do they portray William Howard as successfully dating several young women, but they also reveal that these relationships took place under the watchful eye of Howard’s family.

As the Ontario County Journal article quoted above suggests, Howard not only courted young women but also ultimately married.28 In 1892, Howard married Edith Dyer, a local woman twelve years his junior, at the Wellsville Methodist Episcopal church; the officiating minister was Rv. E. P. Hubbell.29 Edith and William likely met when William was working as a milk peddler in Hornellsville, Edith’s hometown.30 The couple adopted a daughter named Ruby and established a home together in a “modest little cottage on D. C. Cook’s farm, on the Chapinville road,” near the outskirts of Canandaigua, New York.31

Howard remained a visible character within the rural community, and yet despite this visibility, no one suspected that he had been assigned female at birth. The Ontario Repository-Messenger later reported that he “was well known by the merchants here where she habitually traded.” However, this close contact did not raise any suspicion that he was not male—or if there was any suspicion, it did not infringe on his ability to carry out his life publicly as a man, as he enjoyed all the privileges that came along with masculinity. For example, he was allowed to enjoy a right that all women in the early twentieth century were denied: the right to vote. The Repository-Messenger reported that Howard “was a voter and regularly supported the republican candidates.”32

The Repository-Messenger was not the only local paper to publish accounts that indicated Howard’s masculinity had never been questioned by members of his community. The Ontario County Journal reported, “Working upon the farm among the men in summer, splitting wood and caring for the cattle in winter, many a night … in her action at home and among people, everywhere, she was a man. She voted and drove to town to trade.”33 As such, it appears that the rural outskirts of Canandaigua provided Howard and his wife, Edith, with an ideal environment in which to live their queer lives. Judging from appearances, the Howards were a happy family; the Ontario County Journal referred to William and Edith’s marriage as unfolding “with almost uninterrupted happiness.”34 Similarly, the Syracuse Telegram reported that “those who know the Howard family best declare they lived not only happily, but that there was an unmistaken affection between husband and wife.”35

However, their happiness was brought to an end in March 1902, when William suddenly died three hours after ingesting tablets for a cough. Given that he had previously been healthy, the circumstances surrounding Howard’s death prompted his wife to ask for an autopsy. However, the autopsy revealed more than the official cause of death (which, it turned out, was a cardiac event, unrelated to the ingested tablets).36 Coroner O. J. Hallenbeck also discovered Howard’s “true sex,” noting in his report that Howard’s genitalia was that of a “normal woman or adult female human being.”37 However, the coroner’s report is fascinatingly contradictory, as it includes a sworn statement from Howard’s widow, who refers to Howard as her “husband” and utilizes male pronouns throughout.38 In this way, the coroner’s report reflects the local coverage of the story: newspapers acknowledged the discovery of Howard’s “true sex” yet continued to depict his life as that of a “good man.”

As newspapers throughout western New York covered the story, they generally published ambivalent accounts of Howard’s life and marriage. Howard’s case was discussed as being unique, while at the same time his behavior as a man was cast in entirely normative terms. Rochester’s Democrat Chronicle, for example, reported of Howard’s half brothers (who, significantly, were described as “members of respectable families”) that “though the family had known of the strange predilection of [the] deceased for many years, they had been unable to induce her to array herself in the proper garb for a member of her sex.”39 In these quotations, Howard’s behavior, although out of the ordinary, is nonetheless described according to the scripts of normative male heterosexuality. Indeed, after assuming male attire “on her father’s farm” to perform chores, Howard soon “escorted girls about to parties and dances, spent money freely on them, and finally, as is seen, she married a woman named Dwyer.”40 As such, Howard’s life as a man was narrated along the course of normative heterosexuality: his courtship of women was conducted chivalrously, and he quickly settled down into married life, without an extended, raucous bachelorhood. Not only did this narrative remember Howard’s earlier life fondly, it also produced the women who had been involved with Howard in those years (and their families) as entirely normative.

As the story circulated away from the local context, however, newspapers were less likely to publish supportive accounts of Howard’s story. For example, the most common iteration was a brief Associated Press wire that appeared in at least twelve newspapers nationwide. This version relayed only a few details about Howard’s life and did not provide any details explaining the origin of his queer embodiment or the rationale behind his marriage:

CANANDAIGUA, N.Y.—March 22—A person who was known here for five years as William C. Howard died suddenly Wednesday night, and an autopsy showed that the supposed man was a woman. Howard, who was about 50 years old, and who was employed as a farm hand, came here five years ago with a woman, who was known as Mrs. Howard. Two children were born to the supposed wife.

The dead woman worked for farmers in the neighborhood, and those most intimately acquainted with the family never had the slightest suspicion that she was not a man. The cause of the woman’s death is a mystery. On Wednesday night she took two tablets for throat affection, and died in fifteen minutes. The medicine was sent from Wellsville, this State, where relatives reside. The authorities are completely mystified as to all matters touching upon the woman’s life. They do not know her right name. Two men, claiming to be half brothers, attended the funeral, but refused to divulge any information. An inquest is to be held, and some light may be thrown upon this strange case.41

In this account, both Howard’s life and death are cast as mysterious, and very little context is given to readers to help them understand the story. Even though Howard and his wife had been lifelong residents of the region, they are here produced as relative strangers, without anyone to speak on their behalf, other than former employers of Howard’s, whose only insights were that Howard’s “true sex” had eluded them. Additionally, Howard’s story is fashioned as a mystery because of the strange circumstances surrounding his death. Although precious few details about his death are revealed, those that are provided suggest that distant family members might have sent Howard poisoned tablets. Indeed, throughout the brief account, readers are encouraged to consider the story as one that is “strange” and “mysterious”—two of the most common words used in the headlines that accompanied the article (e.g., “A Strange Story” or “Mysterious Death Comes to a Mysterious Woman”).

Another remarkable aspect of the national coverage of Howard’s story is the (almost) complete lack of connection that journalists drew between his case and George Green’s, despite the numerous similarities between the two. Both individuals passed as men for decades, lived with wives in rural areas, and died within days of each other, and yet national newspapers fell silent regarding these similarities. For example, the Chicago Tribune published an article discussing Green’s “deathbed discovery” on March 22, 1902.42 When the paper reported Howard’s death the very next day, its coverage opened as follows: “History fails to record a stranger case of deceit in sex than that which came to light here today when it was proven beyond dispute that ‘William C. Howard,’ for years the ‘husband’ of Mrs. Dwyer Howard.”43 At no point in the article did the Tribune acknowledge that they had published a very similar story the day before, nor was there any discussion of the similarities between the two cases. Similarly, the Washington Post opened their coverage of George Green’s story as follows: “One of the most remarkable cases that has ever been known in this section is alleged to have come to light in Ettrick, Chesterfield County to-day.” Yet the following day, when the paper reported on William Howard’s story, no reference was made to the similarities.44 The Chicago Tribune and Washington Post were two of at least ten newspapers nationwide that reported the stories of both Green and Howard, and, like the Tribune and Post, most of these newspapers made no connection between the two cases.45

What can be made of this lack of connection, of this seemingly willful refusal to link these two cases? Perhaps it reveals the reality of the fast-paced newsroom of the early twentieth century, where editors were not allowed the time to step back and think about the day’s news (especially news that appeared as a simple reproduction of an AP newswire) in relation to what they had printed just days before. However, the stories were so similar that it seems like perhaps the lack of connection was deliberate.

By characterizing the stories of both Green and Howard each as “one of the most remarkable cases that has ever been known,” newspaper editors of metropolitan newspapers were able to present the rural countryside as the bastion of wholesome “American” value, untainted by the corrupting influence of the city. As such, they maintained the constructed binary of rural/urban, whereby rural spaces were pure, and urban areas were potentially corrupting of innocence. This binary—which became even more visible during the 2016 presidential election, with constant discussions of coastal cities constituting “bubbles” out of touch with “real America”—was also an effective structuring device in the early twentieth century. At the time, U.S. cities were changing rapidly in both economic terms (e.g., industrialization and the increased inequities of wealth it brought with it) and demographic terms (e.g., fast-paced immigration). In the context of such swift change, it is perhaps unsurprising that newspaper editors sought to utilize the symbol of the “rural” to represent the nation’s past, as the space wherein “American” values remained unchanged by the tides that were reshaping the nation’s urban centers.46 Further, with anxiety surrounding the “New Women” and the woman’s suffrage movement, perhaps it is unsurprising that newspaper editors might want to imagine gender transgressions as a phenomenon isolated to urban centers.

However, the local coverage of George Green and William Howard reminds us, once again, that binaries are often constructed and incomplete representations of reality. In Howard’s case, the newspaper accounts published in the local context provide us with clear evidence that the rural communities of western New York afforded William, Edith, and their children a supportive environment, both during William’s life and after his death. In fact, the Ontario County Journal even reported that Howard’s gender expression was respected after his passing, as the paper stated that his body was buried in male clothing.47 Thus, just as George Green’s community found it acceptable for his funeral to be held at the Catholic church and his body to be laid to rest in the adjacent Catholic cemetery, William Howard’s community was willing to tolerate the queer choices of their community member, even in death. These cases both suggest that rural communities had more elastic understandings of masculinity and the relationship between sex and gender than have previously been understood. For both the people of Ettrick, Virginia, and Canandaigua, New York, the behavior of Green and Howard mattered more than their genitalia.

Of course, some might dismiss these two examples as evidence of a tendency to not to want to speak ill of the dead, or a reflection of a respect for one’s elders (both George Green and William Howard being older than fifty). No doubt, the fact that both men were dead rendered them less of a threat to their community, and their age likely allowed their actions (particular with regard to sexual encounters) to be seen as harmless. Nevertheless, the fact remains that both George Green and William Howard chose to live their lives in rural communities, and those choices must be taken seriously. Both men moved several times throughout their adult life, and neither one chose to relocate to an urban area.48 These deliberate choices, I argue, reveal to us a side of queer history that has been obscured by an over-emphasis on metropolitan areas and urban enclaves. In order to prove this point a bit more forcefully, the following case study provides an opportunity to explore the aftermath of a “true sex” revelation on an individual who was still living. Indeed, the case of Willie Ray provides an opportunity to assess the level of acceptance afforded to individuals who transgressed gender expectations in the early twentieth century.

Willie Ray

Willie Ray first emerges in the public record on the 1900 federal census, which lists Ray as a twenty-five year-old white male born in Tennessee. At the time the census was taken, he was living as a boarder and working as a farm laborer in Booneville, Mississippi, a town of about one thousand people in the northwest corner of Mississippi in the predominantly rural Prentiss County.49 There are no known records of Willie Ray’s life prior to 1900; it is likely that he moved to the Prentiss County area between 1890 and 1900, and perhaps it was during this time that he began living as a man (although it is more certain that it was in this period that he began living under the name Willie Ray). The facts surrounding Willie Ray’s life in Mississippi become a bit clearer in 1903, when he was part of a lawsuit that received attention in newspapers across the nation.

In July 1903, Willie Ray filed charges against a man named James Gatlin, who allegedly “got after Ray with a horsewhip.”50 According to the newspaper reports of the trial, Gatlin was upset with Ray for being “too attentive to Mrs. Gatlin.” Thus the stage was set for a classic love triangle that certainly would have attracted attention in at least the local papers, which frequently covered such interpersonal dramas. However, a startling revelation that emerged in Willie Ray’s cross-examination ensured that the story would be covered in newspapers across the South.

During the trial, Willie Ray was placed on the stand and cross-examined by the defense lawyer. The lawyer asked Ray to comment on the accusation that he had maintained an improper relationship with Mr. Gatlin’s wife. In response, Ray revealed to the courtroom that he was biologically female. Now, why would Willie Ray choose this moment to reveal his “true sex”? The Jackson Evening News reported that Ray revealed his “true sex” “when it was necessary … to deny an allegation.”51 This account suggests that once the Prentiss County court realized that Ray was biologically female, the idea that he was flirting with Mrs. Gatlin would be debunked because same-sex desire between two biological women was inconceivable. However, this logic relies on the idea that people in Prentiss County were ignorant of the possibility of same-sex desire, and that they were completely isolated from the nascent discourse of sexology or popular representations of gender and sexual transgressions that appeared in the national press.52 While it is probable that some people in Prentiss County were unaware of sexology, to suggest that they had never conceived of affection between two members of the same sex is to discredit the savviness of individuals in rural communities.

Instead, it is more likely that Willie Ray chose to reveal his “true sex” on the stand as a way of incriminating Mr. Gatlin and avoiding punishment for having an improper relationship with his wife. Indeed, whereas Gatlin’s behavior (whipping Ray with a horsewhip) may have seemed justified to the court when it was done to protect his wife from an unscrupulous man, Ray was likely aware that the court would view the same action very differently if the victim of his attack were a woman. This calculation proved to be accurate; once Ray disclosed his “true sex,” Jackson’s Daily Clarion-Ledger reported that Gatlin was “was bound over to the circuit court under a bond of $250, which he was unable to give, and was sent to jail.”53 For his part, Ray was also arrested and held for a brief period of time—not for improper sexual conduct, but for masquerading in male attire. However, in 1903, there was no law in Booneville (or anywhere in Mississippi, for that matter) that prohibited wearing the clothes of the opposite sex, and Ray was quickly released from custody.54 Thus assured of the legality of his queer body, Willie Ray apparently continued to live in Booneville and dress in male attire.55

As Willie Ray’s story circulated away from the local context and onto the pages of national newspapers, the narrative remained strikingly similar to the one that appeared in the Mississippi press. The most common iteration, which appeared in newspapers such as the St. Louis Republic, Atlanta Constitution, and New York World, read:

The people of Prentiss county, Miss., are wondering how Miss Willie Ray managed to palm herself off upon them as a man for nearly eight years without her sex being suspected even by her most intimate friends and neighbors.

Miss Ray has lived in Prentiss county since 1895, and during the first five or six years worked for various farmers for wages. She dressed as an ordinary farm hand and made regular trips to Booneville, the county seat, each Saturday afternoon, riding horseback, to all appearances a neat-looking boy of quiet habits, although a steady chewer and smoker of tobacco.

Willie was known all over the country as a first-class field hand, a hard-worker and good for his debts. Last year the girl in masquerade decided to start out as an independent farmer and rented a small farm, bought a small store and began to run into debt, as all small farmers are expected to do.

Her sex was discovered last week at the court house in Booneville, where she was a party to a lawsuit, and since then Willie has had to wear skirts.

She came from Tennessee, is about twenty-five years of age, and when asked her reasons for posing as a man said that she did it in order to go out and do a man’s labor for a living.56

Just as in the national coverage of George Green and William Howard, Willie Ray’s story is depicted as an incredible and unusual tale. His case is cast as remarkable because of the success with which he passed as a man, and because of his ability to fulfill the demanding (masculine) tasks of farming for so many years without detection. Perhaps Ray’s story appealed to newspaper editors nationwide because it presented a narrative that appeared incredible—how could a woman pass as a man so successfully? In such iterations, the story was not “woman dresses as man and pursues women,” but rather “town was fooled for several years by woman masquerading in male clothes.”

The national coverage of Willie Ray’s story illustrates a clear investment, on the part of newspaper editors, in portraying the rural community of Prentiss County as entirely ignorant of the potential of same-sex desire, and intolerant of gender transgression moving forward. Ray’s alleged relationship with Mrs. Gatlin generally did not appear in the national press; when it did, the accounts made clear that Ray revealed his “true sex” in order to “disprove an allegation that had been lodged.”57 As explained above, this logic depends an understanding of rural spaces as ignorant of same-sex desire. While Prentiss County was portrayed in the national press as lacking all knowledge of nonnormative sexuality, one attribute the area did supposedly have was a legal regime to regulate gender expression.

Indeed, the most common iteration of Ray’s story included one significant alteration of the truth: it suggested that Ray was forced by law to “wear skirts” and abandon his “masquerade” as a man. Although national newspapers discussed how incredible it was that Ray had been able to pass successfully as a man in rural Mississippi, these narratives also made clear that his queer choices were untenable moving forward. Revealed to be a young, single woman, journalists depicted Ray as being in need of an authority figure, and since he was outside the bounds of his nuclear family, the state is imagined to have stepped in to enforce proper gendered behavior. In this way, journalists credited the state as rectifying the unique episode, thus bringing an end to what national papers portrayed as a temporary gender transgression, and restoring rural Prentiss County to its “natural” state of normative gender expression. However, it is worth remembering that Mississippi did not have any municipal laws on cross-dressing in 1903, nor did it create any in the wake of Willie Ray’s case. In fact, as of 1903, only five cities in the South had laws against cross-dressing (Charleston, Houston, Nashville, Dallas, and Memphis).58 As newspapers across the nation imagined that Willie Ray was forced to give up his masquerade in male attire, the reality in Mississippi was much different.

Contrary to the perception of the South (and rural spaces more broadly) as uniformly unfriendly toward queers, Willie Ray was not forced to wear female clothes after his “true sex” was revealed, nor was he run out of town. Just as William Howard’s family abided by his choices and allowed him to be buried in men’s clothing, the local response to Willie Ray reveals how communities can (and did) produce gender in ways that were occasionally at odds with legal and medical discourses. Booneville continued to be a supportive place for Ray to live, even after his 1903 trial. In fact, Willie Ray continued to live in Booneville for at least seven years after his trial. Perhaps most surprising of all, on the 1910 census Willie Ray is listed as living with none other than Fannie Gatlin herself (the woman with whom Ray had allegedly been flirting in 1903), as well as her two children. Although Fannie Gatlin reported to the census that she was widowed, it appears that this was untrue, as Mr. James Gatlin also appears on the 1910 census, very much alive, and also still living in Prentiss County with his sister (his entry indicates he was divorced, although no divorce records exist).59

Thus the Booneville in which Willie Ray lived was far queerer than the national press imagined in 1903—and far queerer than historians have imagined over one hundred years later. It is telling that Willie Ray chose to stay in Booneville after his neighbors learned of his “true sex.” This choice seems to provide clear evidence of what Colin Johnson has written extensively about in his work Just Queer Folks: “that there were, and may very well still be, certain strategic benefits for gender and sexual nonconformers inherent to the kind of familiarity that typically governs everyday life in rural areas and small towns, including the complicating degree of personalism that such familiarity introduces into the process of policing unconventional behavior.”60 Given that structures of familiarity regulate and police behavior in rural communities like Booneville, Willie Ray was able to express his gender without retribution. It is likely that Ray’s reputation for being an honest man and hard worker had built up enough goodwill from the Booneville community that they were willing to allow his cross-dressing to continue. Rachel Hope Cleves refers to this phenomenon as the “open closet” in her work Charity and Sylvia: A Same-Sex Marriage in Early America. She argues, “The open closet is an especially critical strategy in small towns, where every person serves a role, and which would cease to function if all moral transgressors were ostracized.”61 Just like the women in Cleves’s study, Willie Ray’s queerness was unexceptional because he was accepted as a valued member of Booneville. However, Ray also benefited from the value placed on masculinity in his farming community; his gender transgression resulted in having another hardworking male farmhand to assist in the manual labor required for daily community subsistence. Because he was seen as being a “good man”—that is, a productive member of the community—his gender transgressions were allowed to continue unabated. Thus, like George Green and William Howard before him, Willie Ray was able to create a livable life for himself in rural America.

Joe Monahan

Peter Boag’s Re-dressing America’s Frontier Past, published in 2011, remains the most thorough treatment of gender transgression in rural areas. In this important work, Boag suggests that cross-dressers were not only ubiquitous in the frontier in the late nineteenth century, but were also “very much a part of daily life on the frontier and in the West.”62 One of the individuals Boag mentions in his work is Joe Monahan, who may be the most well-known cross-dresser from the period (Monahan was even the subject of a motion picture).63 Joseph Monahan was reportedly born as Johanna or Josephine Monaghan in Buffalo, New York, around 1850.64 By 1870 he was living as a man in Silver City, Idaho, and working as a miner.65 For the next thirty-four years, Monahan lived in and around Owyhee County, Idaho, making a living performing various jobs within the rural economy, including mining, farming, and raising cattle. After his death, local papers reported that although he generally lived a solitary existence, Monahan had been well liked by all who knew him, and that his skills with a revolver were highly regarded in the community.66 Monahan’s death in January 1904 drew a great deal of commentary because it was only while preparing his body for burial that neighbors discovered his “true sex.”67

On the local level, newspapers discussed the revelation of Monahan’s “true sex” in a remarkably un-sensational way. Silver City’s Owyhee Avalanche, for example, was rather elusive in its description of the revelation, referring to Monahan’s decades in male clothing as a “peculiar case of mistaken identity.” The paper continued:

Joe came to this city in 1867 and worked at different things for several years … he (or rather she) toiled on for awhile and then took up a homestead about ten miles from Rockville, where he lived in seclusion, and accumulated a nice little herd of horses. Joe dressed in men’s clothing and no one ever thought of the husky young fellow’s disguise until preparation for burial revealed her identity. She was 56 years old at the time of her death and had lived in a dugout ranch for 25 years, had served on juries, voted at all elections and was a good shot with revolver or Winchester.68

Positioned on the “local” page, between announcements such as “No charges for engraving initials on silver ware bought at Rowetts” and “John Oliver has a fresh supply of candies,” it appears as though the Owyhee Avalanche’s editor perceived the revelation of Monahan’s “true sex” to be rather mundane; in fact, he or she did not even highlight the story with a headline.69

The revelation of Monahan’s “true sex” may well have been unremarkable to those in the immediate community, as it appears that many had suspected Monahan was not exactly the person he presented himself to be. For example, Silver City’s other weekly newspaper, the Silver City Nugget, described Monahan as having “small hands and feet, small stature and effeminate voice and want of beard,” characteristics that had “caused many to remark that she might be a woman, or at least not a developed man.”70 Marginal notes written in the 1880 federal census support this description; next to Joseph Monahan’s entry (wherein he is recorded as “male”), the enumerator penned in “Doubtful Sex.”71 This notation is telling, as Peter Boag has observed in his study of Monahan, because the census enumerator, Ezra Mills, was not a stranger to Monahan, but rather a neighbor. Boag writes, “Both Mills and Monahan resided in this very census tract; in fact, Mills counted his family’s dwelling house as the 221st and ‘Joseph’ Monahan’s as the 218th, suggesting that they lived in close proximity and were more than casual acquaintances.”72 However, despite the suspicions that some in the community clearly had about Monahan’s identity, there is no record that would indicate he was ever confronted about his “true sex.”

In fact, a letter published in the Buffalo Evening News on January 11, 1904, claims that suspicions about Monahan’s “true sex” did not affect the way others in the community viewed him, even when he lived among cowboys. The letter, attributed to W. F. Schnabel of Coldwell, Idaho, was reportedly sent to the superintendent of police in Buffalo, New York, in an attempt to find Monahan’s next of kin. Schnabel recalled, “While I was a cowboy years ago he often gave me letters to mail and all were addressed to a Mrs ___ in Buffalo, NY. Now I have entirely forgotten her name.”73 Noting that Monahan had “quite a bit of property in cattle and a few horses,” Schnabel stated that he hoped to locate Monahan’s sister because he “want[ed] Joe’s relatives to get her property and not strangers or the county.” Most interesting to our purposes here, however, are the ways Schnabel described Monahan’s standing in the community. He wrote, “It was always surmised that Joe was a woman, but no one could ever vouch for the truth of it.” Regardless of that fact, “the cowboys treated him with the greatest respect, and he was always welcome to eat and sleep at their camps.”74 Thus, combined with the evidence in the Silver City Nugget and the 1880 federal census—both of which indicate that several people in the community suspected Monahan’s “true sex”—Schnabel’s letter suggests that the rural Idaho communities within which Monahan lived tolerated his queerly gendered body.

Boag discusses Monahan as an example of a cross-dressing individual who was able to find acceptance in Idaho due to the unruly nature of frontier communities. However, the acceptance (or at least tolerance) that Monahan was able to find in Owyhee County, Idaho, may have had less to do with the community’s specific geographic location than it did with the nature of rural communities more generally. Indeed, like Willie Ray in Mississippi, Joe Monahan’s gender transgressions were embraced as a personal eccentricity—one that was permissible because Monahan’s community knew him to be a harmless hermit at worst, and a hardworking member of the community at best. His gender transgression—like the transgressions of George Green, William Howard, and Willie Ray—was tolerated by his rural neighbors. Thus, while some queers in this period found solace in the anonymity of the city, others found comfort and protection through the structures of familiarity that regulate social life in small towns.

Conclusion

As this chapter has illustrated, not all trans men chose to live in urban spaces at the turn of the twentieth century; rural spaces could provide refuge for queer individuals in ways that urban spaces could not. This finding puts pressure on the historiographic assumption that queer history is, and always has been, urban history. It also should push scholars to reevaluate the role “community” has played in historiography as well.

Thus far, most LGBT history has utilized the optic of community as one of its main organizing structures. Indeed, as Miranda Joseph has noted, “community is almost always invoked as an unequivocal good, an indicator of a high quality of life, a life of human understanding, caring, selflessness, belonging.”75 In the historiography of LGBT history, the formation of a LGBT community has been heralded as a positive good—a necessary stage toward both personal fulfillment, on the one hand, and political equality on the other. Aside from Joseph, very few scholars have critically engaged with the assumptions around the notion of “community” and its place in LGBT history. All too often, the assumption is made that LGBT individuals have sought community with others like them, and that LGBT history is, therefore, by definition, a community history. What, then, do we make of individuals like George Green, William Howard, Willie Ray, and Joe Monahan, who were seemingly content living far removed from other queer individuals (with the possible exception of their wives)? What do we make of people, like these individuals, who chose to live in rural communities, among people who were unaware of their “true sex” (or were simply too polite to ask)?

The lives of Green, Howard, Ray, and Monahan reveal the need for two major revisions to the ways LGBT history has thus far been conceived. Their lives suggest that historians must develop new ways of conceptualizing the past and rely less heavily on the notion of an LGBT community. Indeed, in recent years, the focus on “identity” has fallen out of favor, but the rubric of community has been more difficult to break. Historians and queer studies scholars are now increasingly hesitant to uncritically assign an identity category to our antecedents, and yet there remains the assumption that our subjects desired to find others “like them.” This is likely because LGBT historians have not been trained to think about the significance of individual lives, particularly individual lives lived in spaces that are often depicted as outside the purview of LGBT history. However, the lives of Green, Howard, Ray, and Monahan suggest that perhaps an overreliance on the optic of “community” has rendered a great deal of LGBT history illegible.

Additionally, the lives of Green, Howard, Ray, and Monahan also suggest the need for rethinking the ways LGBT history has been conceptualized. Indeed, as an umbrella term, “LGBT history” has all too often been used to refer to gay and lesbian history, with much less attention paid to the “B” and “T.” Gays and lesbians formed urban subcultures at the turn of the twentieth century, yet we still know relatively little about the role that trans men played in those communities, or even if trans men imagined themselves as being part of those communities. However, the lives of Green, Howard, Ray, and Monahan suggest that trans men could, and did, lead full lives outside the boundaries of urban gay and lesbian subcultures. Their life stories are reminders to us that a singular focus on urban communities limits our understanding of gender and identity at the turn of the century in America, as well as today. As such, this chapter serves as an example of what it might mean to abandon the notion of LGBT community in favor of other modes of belonging and social membership within LGBT history.
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“The Trouble That Clothes Make”

Whiteness and Acceptability

The previous chapter discussed the ways some trans men were able to find the support needed to lead livable lives in rural areas in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. George Green, William Howard, Willie Ray, and Joe Monahan were able to find acceptance (or at least tolerance) in their rural communities because the structures of familiarity that regulate life in small communities afforded them forgiveness of their gender transgressions.1 They were tolerated as eccentrics and allowed to live their queer lives relatively unimpeded. However, it is worth noting that one of the main factors that likely allowed for Green, Howard, Ray, and Monahan to be accepted as merely “eccentric” was that they were all white. Rural spaces likely would not have been as tolerant of the gender transgressions of individuals of color. For that matter, given the prevalence of lynching in the South in the early twentieth century, if Willie Ray had been black, the accusation that he had become too friendly with a white man’s wife could have cost him his life.2 The whiteness of Ray, Green, Howard, and Monahan afforded them all privileges that trans men of color could not easily access in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Their whiteness ensured they could travel without harassment, find employment, and seek romance with impunity. This chapter will dig deeper into the implications of whiteness on the tolerance that some trans men were able to gain at the turn of the twentieth century. In so doing, this chapter will add to our understanding of the ways whiteness afforded privileges to all individuals perceived as white—even queer ones.

Stories of trans men and other gender-transgressive figures (including cross-dressers and women posing as men) appeared with great frequency in the popular press during the first decades of the twentieth century. Such stories had wide appeal, as they spoke to many of the central anxieties of the day. Rising tides of immigration, the women’s rights movement, as well as increasing industrialization and urbanization transformed the ways Americans lived, worked, and engaged with those around them. To many, these changes seemed to threaten the stability of the nation because they challenged two of the most fundamental power structures of U.S. society: male dominance and white supremacy.3 In a world where previous claims to authority and power seemed tenuous at best, stories of individuals remaking themselves and inventing new identities had great allure. However, such narratives had the potential to create great anxiety as well. Thus newspapers around the nation (as institutions invested in maintaining the status quo) had to develop narrative conventions through which to articulate stories of gender transgressors that would neutralize their radical potential. Stories about young women posing as men to travel alongside their sweetheart or commit a crime were relatively easy for newspapers to delegitimize; narratives often focused on how poorly they imitated men, or how their girlish foolishness rendered them easily identifiable as female.4 Stories of trans men, however, were more difficult to contain. How would newspapers explain how an individual assigned female at birth could pass successfully as a man for years, even decades? Journalists at national newspapers responded by developing a surprising narrative strategy.

The most widely circulating stories in this period did not pathologize trans men, but instead celebrated their successful performance of masculinity. Indeed, such stories provided a means for newspapers to explore the normative values associated with masculinity and community membership. The most positive stories were focused on individuals who excelled at embodying not simply masculinity but a particular type of masculine identity: that of the white, economically independent citizen. As such, stories of white trans men became a means through which national newspapers could extol the virtues of normative citizenship—to celebrate the importance of hard work, economic productivity, independence, and service to the community. In a context where much was changing, newspaper editors mobilized stories of trans men to assure readers that patriarchy, citizenship, and white supremacy still regulated who had access to the power of self-determination.

This chapter will draw on the scholarship of whiteness and ethnic studies to understand the historical power that whiteness has played in shaping the perception and reception of trans men in the early twentieth century. When I use the term “whiteness,” I am referring not simply to the perceived racial status of an individual but to something that “could be owned as an asset and as an identity.”5 Legal scholar Cheryl Harris describes “whiteness as property,” calling attention to the various ways whiteness has served as a “valuable asset—one that whites sought to protect and those who passed sought to attain, by fraud if necessary. Whites have come to expect and rely on these benefits, and over time these expectations have been affirmed, legitimated, and protected by the law.”6 White individuals, as the political philosopher Hannah Arendt has argued, are granted “the right to have rights,” whereas people of color and undocumented immigrants are seen, in Lisa Caucho’s words, as “ineligible for personhood.”7 As the historian Khalil Muhammad has illustrated, in the early twentieth century blackness was “refashioned through crime statistics. It became more a more stable racial category in opposition to whiteness through racial criminalization. Consequently, white criminality gradually lost its fearsomeness.”8 Thus, as blackness was becoming increasingly associated with criminality, whiteness was being increasingly associated with innocence.

I am interested in exploring the historical power that whiteness has placed on the bodies of white trans men, manifested within the newspaper stories produced around the moment of the revelation of their “true sex.” Newspaper stories do not merely report facts but “perform beyond the function of information,” as Isabel Molina-Guzmán has noted.9 Additionally, as Ruby C. Tapia has observed, newspaper stories pass on social values, “immortaliz[ing] ideologies of patriarchal capitalism and white supremacy.”10 Indeed, whiteness (in terms of racial identity and American nationality) was a vital component to the most popular stories of trans men in the first decades of the twentieth century. One of the privileges afforded to white individuals is that their stories are allowed to be stories of individuals. Their successes are the result of individual hard work, and journalists often ignore the structures through which white privilege operates and/or sustains individual achievement. Similarly, the failings of white individuals are seen as the result of individual honest mistakes, not moral failings or the “natural” ineptitudes of their race or nationality.11 As such, whiteness operated in two ways in stories of white trans men in the first decades of the twentieth century. Newspapers framed their stories as singular, unbelievable events. This framing celebrated the achievement of the individual passing, while also assuring readers that they need not worry about a growing trend of gender transgressions. Just as newspapers after 1890 moved away from common labels such as “female husbands,” white trans men were most often discussed as discrete cases, unconnected to any similar stories reported in the past. Second, whiteness provided a vehicle for white trans men to be understood as potentially valuable citizens. Coupled with their successful performance of masculinity, the whiteness of the trans men discussed in this chapter served to insulate them from the damning charge of sexual deviance.

This chapter will focus on the trans men who received widespread attention in the nation’s newspapers in the first decade of the twentieth century—all of whom were white. Their stories circulated far wider than did those of George Green or William C. Howard (discussed in the previous chapter). Prior scholars have credited sexologists with having substantial explanatory power in the early twentieth century; however, even at the level of national newspapers, popular representations of trans men during this period remained loosely connected to sexological theories on gender and/or sexual deviance. As I will argue in this chapter and the next, proper gender embodiment was defined in the press through its constitutive interconnections with sexual, racial, ethnic, class, and national concerns; a queer body might raise public concern because of its gender nonconformity, but the precise nature of the threat it posed was dictated by its adherence to or violation of the characteristics of normative citizenship (defined by whiteness, heterosexuality, marriage, and productivity—sexual and economic). In short, race and other normative categories had far more influence on public response to queer bodies than did sexology, even into the 1910s.12 Furthermore, newspaper stories of white trans men served as a venue to celebrate normative characteristics.

“Whiskers for Tammany Men”

The most widely circulating story of a trans man in the early twentieth century was that of Murray Hall, who successfully passed as a man in New York City for decades until his death in 1901. Indeed, it was not until his death that his “true sex” was revealed, much to the surprise of everyone around him. Hall’s case was reported in newspapers from coast to coast (and small towns and cities in-between). The case attracted wide attention because it seemed so remarkable to contemporaries; Hall had led a very public life and was successful in arenas thought to be the exclusive provenance of men; he was a Tammany Hall politician, married two different women, and ran a thriving business. Although Hall’s case came to the nation’s attention at a time when there was vigorous debate about women’s capacity for politics, newspapers reported Hall’s case in a remarkably positive fashion; they expressed surprise and shock but rarely condemnation.

Murray Hall was born in Scotland around 1840 and immigrated to the United States as a child. Very few records remain that shed light on Hall’s early years, but it is apparent that by the 1870s he was living as man in New York City. It would later be reported that he married twice, though his only recorded marriage occurred on Christmas Eve, 1872, to Celia Frances Lowe of Maine.13 Together the pair raised an adopted daughter, Minnie, until Celia’s death in 1898.14 Celia was an attractive woman, though taller than average (reportedly six feet). She and Hall must have been quite a pair, as Hall was much shorter (just under five feet). Nonetheless, they seemingly worked well together, partners in life and business. Celia ran an employment agency and Hall was a bail bondsman in addition to having an active career in politics. It is unclear what the nature of Celia and Hall’s marriage was, but Hall did have a reputation in the neighborhood for staying out late at the pubs, drinking his share of whiskey, and flirting with women other than his wife.

By all accounts, no one suspected Murray Hall of being anything other than a cisgender man. He was afforded all the privileges that accompanied being a white, economically independent, married man in New York City in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Hall was active in the political arena, a long-standing member of the Iroquois Club, and on the General Committee of the famed Tammany Hall, one of the major political machines in New York City. Hall was well respected within the organization and effective at soliciting votes for his candidates and the Democratic ticket. He voted in every election and served on at least one jury—both of which would have been impossible for him to do had he been viewed as a woman.15

One of the great passions of Hall’s life was collecting rare books. He was interested in a wide range of topics, and thus no one found it strange when, in the last months of his life, he took an increased interest in medicine, tracking down treatises on human anatomy and maladies. As it turned out, Hall was suffering from breast cancer and sought to treat the disease himself instead of seeing a doctor, which would have required that he reveal his “true sex.” Determined to take his secret to his grave, he suffered alone while attempting to heal himself. With Celia three years gone, no one alive knew of Hall’s secret, not even his daughter, Minnie.16

He succumbed to the cancer at his home on Sixth Avenue on January 16, 1901. He was taken to the coroner’s office, where his anatomy was at last revealed. Hall’s death meant that he could no longer control the information about his personal life, and news of the revelation of his “true sex” spread quickly through the nation’s newspapers. The news was a shock to everyone who knew him, as apparently his performance of masculinity was so complete that even his small frame, smooth whiskerless face, and “boyish” voice did not raise suspicion. By the time coroner Antonio Zucca filed Hall’s death certificate with the New York City Department of Health, the news had been leaked and newspapers across the city (and the nation) had reported the remarkable story.

Newspapers coast to coast reported the story with dramatic flair and highlighted the conundrum posed by Hall’s death: how could someone who had excelled at all things masculine have been, in fact, a female? The San Francisco Chronicle reported, “For thirty years she consorted with men as one of them; for thirty years she voted the Democratic ticket in this city … for the last six years she was a member of the Iroquois Club at 4 West Thirteenth Street, the leading Tammany organization of the Fifth district. She took part in political parades, carried torches and banners, went to saloons and cigar stores, and treated when it was her turn, but not once did anyone suspect her sex.”17 Anticipating its readers’ curiosity about Hall’s physical appearance, the Chronicle offered a detailed description of his body: “Murray H. Hall was four feet seven inches in height and weighed 115 pounds. She was smooth-faced and deep-voiced. Her attire was the usual clothing of men. She wore her hair clipped close. Her features were prominent and not softened by feminine grace. She was a fighter, too. She once tried to thrash two stalwart policemen and gave them a tussle before they subdued her. The woman conducted an employment agency on Sixth avenue and accumulated $40,000. She leaves this to an adopted daughter.”18 Here and elsewhere in national coverage of Hall’s story it’s almost as if the writer wished to assure readers that normative gender boundaries are still in place—the list of masculine behaviors is meant to imply that these are masculine behaviors and that Hall was a very good mimic of them—rather than to question the meaning of masculinity and how we define or measure it. Indeed, Hall’s behavior here is described as completely masculine; how else could he have passed successfully for three decades?

One of the dominant themes in both local and national press coverage was that Hall’s life was remarkable and surprising but not deviant or pathological. Journalists tracked down and interviewed anyone they could in order to shed light on Hall’s case, and rarely did those individuals have anything negative to say about him. For example, Joseph Silk, an owner of a bookstore in Murray Hall’s neighborhood and a longtime acquaintance of Hall, reported, “Hall’s actions and habits did not suggest effeminacy in the least. Hall spat like a man, drank like a man and swore like a man. Hall’s voice was slightly nasal, though not deep, and ‘his’ walk did not suggest a woman.”19 Similarly, the New York World described Hall’s performance of masculinity as entirely convincing, despite the fact that he “was about 4 feet 8 inches in height, and did not weigh more than 100 pounds,” and his “voice resembled a boy’s more than that of either a man or woman … Still nobody ever suspected that she was not a man, because she worked and voted for the Tammany ticket, stayed out nights with the politicians, could drink as much whiskey as any man in the district, and especially because of the exceeding warmth and volume of her profanity. Strongest of all the reasons for the belief that Hall was a man was the fact that two women had called her husband.”20 Newspapers such as the New York World did not conjecture about the nature of Hall’s marriages—a silence that preserved the respectability of all those involved, and also protected Hall from the suggestion of sexual deviance. His marriages are presented as merely another element of his masquerade: a fiction, nothing more.

The silence around Hall’s sexuality is no accident; it was a product of his identity as a white, middle-class, middle-aged man. Even though his gender transgressions marked him as exceptional, the press never treated him as a “freak.” As journalists pieced together the elements of his life story, their investigations were restrained by a sense of decorum. Furthermore, although Hall married twice, nowhere is he referred to as a “female husband,” as Frank Dubois had been in the 1880s. Hall’s life as a man was framed in entirely normative terms, and even when his corpse was discussed, it was described using respectful language, even in newspapers far removed from New York City. Daily Review of Decatur, Illinois, for example, reported the coroner’s jury verdict, which found “that the deceased came to her death from natural causes, and that she was a lady.”21 The word “lady” registers a surprising level of respect; instead of simply indicating biological sex (as does the word “female”), “lady” has class and moral connotations. Not all “women” are “ladies,” as it is a distinction, not a standard classification.22

Another remarkable component of the newspaper coverage of Hall’s story is the fact that the specter of woman suffrage only rarely came to the fore. In 1901 there was great debate, waged loudly in New York State, about whether women deserved a place in politics.23 Suffragettes were often demonized in the press as being masculine (and potentially sexual inverts) because of their political engagement.24 Given this context, it is remarkable that journalists did not draw on this established narrative as a means of pathologizing Hall. There were a few references to the suffrage movement but no allusions to the purportedly masculine nature of suffragists.

One paper that offered a surprisingly positive reference to the suffrage movement was the New York Herald. This publication had a spotty record when it came to support for the woman suffrage movement. In fact, in 1850, the Herald published a front-page headline that read, “Woman’s Rights Convention: Awful Combination of Socialism, Abolitionism, and Infidelity … Bible and Constitution Repudiated.”25 The paper’s nationally syndicated coverage of Murray Hall was much less sensational. For example, an article titled “Murray Hall’s Life” opened with the following words: “At last woman has proven her equality with man. At last Susan B. Anthony is vindicated. The astounding career of Murray Hamilton Hall, a woman, known all her life as a man, demonstrates Miss Anthony’s claim that women can hold their own with men in all departments of life—in business, in politics, and in public affairs.”26 Hall’s actions were taken as evidence of the veracity of suffragist claims of equality, not of a shared pathology among biological women who desired political participation. Furthermore, both Hall’s actions and the claims of suffragists were portrayed positively, and in fact Hall’s life as a man was seen as an endorsement of claims of female equality made by women like Susan B. Anthony.

A few people in New York did not respond as positively to the example of women’s capacity for political service that Murray Hall’s case seemed to suggest. In an article titled “Whiskers for Tammany Men,” fellow political mover and shaker Abraham Gruber told the New York Times that a bill should be passed that established facial hair as a prerequisite for political activity. Gruber explained, “We want a law providing that Captains in Tammany Hall politics must wear whiskers.”27 While such sentiments belie a certain anxiety, the Times and other papers assured readers—through their repeated discussions of how “remarkable” and singular Hall’s case was—that there was no real threat of other women donning male attire to acquire political rights. Hall was produced as an exceptional individual whose accomplishments were unparalleled; this narrative element helped to counter any anxiety that Hall might inspire others to act similarly.

Indeed, not one of the papers used Hall’s case to suggest that all women should have the right to vote or should be allowed in politics. In fact, undergirding the descriptions of Hall’s career as a man as “wonderful” was the understanding that he was capable of things most women were not. Undergirding the press representations of Hall was the assumption of male superiority: the notion that the majority of women were simply too weak or otherwise untalented to successfully carry out a “masquerade” such as Hall’s. Throughout the newspaper coverage of the Hall case, journalists discussed Hall as a singular individual. He was exceptionally, uniquely capable of mastering the art of masculinity and of “passing” as male for decades.

For example, Murray Hall’s story was the subject of a full-sheet, front-page spread in the Sunday supplement to the New York World in the days following the revelation of his “true sex.” Notably, in this coverage (which was syndicated in smaller newspapers nationwide) Hall was not pathologized, but rather his case was described as “amazing” and “wonderful.” This narrative—that Hall was unique, wonderful, and exceptional—should be understood as a privilege of both masculinity and whiteness. However, beyond highlighting the privileges that masculinity and whiteness have historically afforded certain queer individuals, it’s worth pausing to first unpack how marginal sexological theories of gender and sexuality were in popular representations of Hall.

The coverage of Murray Hall’s case contained occasional references to sexology, but sexologists were never cited as the foremost authority on the Hall story. For example, in the New York World Sunday supplement spread, an article titled “Famous Cases in the Past Where Women Have Lived as Men, Reviewed by Cyrus Edson, M.D.” began with a brief discussion of sexology and referenced the theory of sexual inversion, though not by name. Dr. Cyrus Edson explained to the World, “There is a very large class of these cases which are due to a diseased brain or perhaps a defective brain. I refer to the cases of women who are born with a masculine mind, a mind that endows its possessor with all the masculine tastes and desires … it has been estimated by those who have studied the subject very carefully that one woman in 720 is thus affected. She has the mind of a man … her tastes are all masculine. This frequently leads to grave mental disease.”28 However, the World made a distinction between these medical cases of “mental disease” and cases such as Murray Hall’s, describing the latter category as “cases that have been carried out to their successful termination, wherein the motive was of the highest, have been examples of the noblest heroism possible for human beings to reach.” The paper characterized such cases in the most positive light possible, explaining “the splendid acting, the unspeakable hardships overcome, all indicate a determination that seems superhuman.”29 This characterization—which was found throughout the World spread—depicted Hall not as a freak, a sexual invert, or someone with a “grave mental disease.” Instead, he was a hero, someone whose actions should be celebrated because they were performed with conviction and completeness.

The World feature went on to describe around twenty other cases of individuals assigned female at birth who lived as men. This is a notable break with the general trend within Hall coverage; whereas most newspapers lingered on the uniqueness of Hall’s case, the World placed Hall in conversation with previous similar cases. However, rather than citing sexology as providing the precedent or a lens through which to understand Hall’s seemingly strange choices, the World discussed other “superhuman” individuals, including many cases of individuals who posed as men in order to serve in the military, such as Civil War veterans Charles Fuller of Company D of the Forty-Sixth Pennsylvania Infantry Regiment, and Franklin Thompson of Company F of the Second Michigan Infantry Regiment.30 The paper moves breezily from case to case, with very little discussion or narrative framing:

One other disguised woman has successfully carried out her scheme among the Pennsylvania miners.

Her name was Mrs. Julia Forest. She was distinguished from many other subjects of these interesting experiments in being of good birth, the daughter of an Episcopalian clergyman, well-educated, attractive in person and manners. At 16 Julia eloped with a miner, who afterward became injured and was unable to work.

Shortly it was known in the mine that John Forest, a cousin of Julia, had taken her husband’s place in the mines. For a long time she had practiced this innocent deception and earned the money to support her sick husband and children.

For 20 years Mrs. Jane Westover was the town barber of Marlborough Conn. The best class of citizens would be shaved by no one else than this gentle expert with the razor, who had come to town one day in a man’s coat, trousers and derby hat, and who never changed her style of dress.31

The article continues in this way, citing case after case of remarkable individuals who accomplished tremendous feats. Like the individuals mentioned above, the majority of those cited by the World were exceptional in some way—whether because they were able to gain reputation among the “best class of citizens” in town (as was Jane Westover), or because they were of noble birth (such as Christina, queen of Sweden; or the Austrian countess Carolina Vay). The cumulative weight of these cases illustrated to readers that Murray Hall was not a freak, but rather a person who ranked among a rarified class of individuals who were “examples of the noblest heroism possible for human beings to reach.” These individuals were so patriotic and hardworking that their personal drive was incompatible with the secondary status of womanhood. They felt called to serve their communities and/or their nation as men, and as such should be celebrated.

Thus, in order to make sense of Hall’s life, journalists occasionally discussed other cases of trans men and cross-dressing women. However, the archive of stories they drew on was not that of sexological literature, which, by this point, had become an established field of study in the United States as well as Europe. The stories that were mentioned centered on other “exceptional” individuals whose time in men’s clothing was purportedly motivated by the purest of desires—most commonly, patriotism. For example, the Boston Journal reported, “Miss Hall’s female predecessors in men’s garb have often distinguished themselves as soldiers, duelists and in other ways, indicating a bold spirit … Several women served as soldiers in the Civil War—one, Mrs. Williams Lindley, fighting by her husband’s side. That this is not a freak of the ‘new woman’ merely is shown by the valor of Deborah Sampson, who fought and was wounded in the Continental uniform to the Revolution.”32 An important distinction is drawn between the “new women” of the early twentieth century, who fought for expanded public roles for women, and patriotic cross-dressers. White trans men, such as Murray Hall, were portrayed by the Boston Journal as acting purely in their own interest, motivated by individual (noble) passions, such as the desire to serve one’s country.

Herein lies one of the most important distinctions in the ways the mass-circulation press discussed gender variance in white individuals in the early twentieth century. Whereas in an earlier period, newspapers mobilized a singular terminology to describe trans men and gender-transgressive women (such as “female husbands”), the discourse in the mass-circulation press had shifted by 1901. Instead of using a common term to describe trans men and/or gender-transgressive women, the mass-circulation press increasingly centered its analysis on the singularity of the individuals described. Just as Murray Hall and his exceptional mastery of masculinity was described in the mass circulation press as “amazing” and “remarkable,” so were his predecessors—each unique and remarkable, rather than being members of a cohesive, identifiable group. This categorization was enabled by the whiteness of each of the individuals described; their success at mastering masculinity was celebrated as an individual triumph (or perhaps excused as an individual eccentricity), a narrative production that would have been inconceivable had the individual been a person of color.

“The Trouble That Clothes Make”

In 1908, newspapers across the country once again bore witness to a trans man whose “true sex” was revealed after many years of being understood as male. This time, however, it was not upon the individual’s death that his body was revealed; immigration officials at Ellis Island uncovered longtime U.S. resident Frank Woodhull’s anatomy when he returned to the United States after a visit to Europe.33 Woodhull was held at Ellis Island for a short time before being evaluated by the Board of Special Inquiry, which ultimately determined that, despite cross-dressing and falsifying his sex and name on the ship’s manifest, he was nonetheless eligible for entry into the United States. This decision was based largely on the basis that he was not liable to become a public charge. On October 5, 1908, Frank Woodhull was allowed to leave Ellis Island—still dressed in the suit that he had arrived in.34 At a moment in which national newspapers were frequently articulating anxiety about the rising tides of immigration, newspapers coast to coast discussed the Woodhull case, but they did so without condemnation. Instead, newspaper coverage of Woodhull’s case was remarkably positive—a phenomenon that again attests to the power of whiteness in rendering queer individuals as potential citizens rather than “foreign” outsiders or deviant threats to the nation.

Frank Woodhull’s story received widespread attention in the national press, appearing in at least twenty-five newspapers, including the Los Angeles Times, San Francisco Call, New York World, New York Sun, and Fort Worth Star-Telegram. While Murray Hall’s death precluded him from appearing in the press as a speaking subject, Woodhull’s voice (and firsthand explanation of his queer embodiment) was a prominent feature of the newspaper coverage. What is more, newspaper editors consistently produced Woodhull as an ideal citizen: hardworking, self-sacrificing, and law-abiding. Thus, representations of Woodhull were reliably positive, even as the story circulated into newspapers across the nation. Newspapers celebrated Woodhull’s admission into the country as a reasonable solution to an innocent problem.

The dominant narrative that emerged within newspapers nationwide explained that Woodhull decided to live as a man out of necessity, rather than free choice. According to newspaper reports, dressing as a man was the only way that Woodhull could support himself financially. For example, the first story the Los Angeles Times ran on the Woodhull case opened as follows: “This is the history of an honest, industrious woman, and enlisted soldier in the army of labor, who found herself almost hopelessly handicapped by lack of female attractiveness and encumbered with a man’s mustache, fighting for fifteen years a losing battle. Then, as her only alternative, she dons male attire, smoothing pleasantly and profitably the rough road ahead of her.”35 Similarly, the New York Tribune reported, “Nature had blighted her with a thick black mustache and an unusually low toned voice, and it was in accordance with these unwelcome handicaps that she was forced to disguise herself as a man, associate with men and earn her living in occupations usually followed by the male sex.”36 In such accounts, Woodhull’s body was handicapped in ways that forced him to assume the dress of a man in order to earn an honest living. Indeed, the Tribune’s use of the term “unwelcome handicaps” is significant because it drives home the point that Woodhull had not embraced the life of a man willingly: it was forced on him by the “natural” limitations of his body.

According to the national press, it was not only Woodhull’s lack of feminine attractiveness that rendered him handicapped, but also a serious case of rheumatism. The New York World quoted Woodhull as explaining, “Until I was thirty-six … I worked mostly as a drudge doing housework. Then Rheumatism attacked me so fiercely that I could not continue the work. The little down on my upper lip gave me a masculine appearance so I determined to bury my identity in male attire.… I chose canvassing as the easiest means of earning a livelihood and started out selling toilet articles and have held to the vocation ever since.”37 In passages such as this, newspapers throughout the nation produced Woodhull’s queer body not as an indication of sexual deviance but as evidence of the lengths he was willing to go to remain economically productive. Indeed, newspapers highlighted the fact that Woodhull’s queer embodiment enabled him to be self-sufficient. The New York Sun quoted Woodhull as saying, “By adopting man’s dress I have been able to live a clean, respectable and independent life, asking favors of nobody, man or woman.”38 In this way, Woodhull articulated his queer body as evidence of his dedication to economic independence, not sexual deviance.

This rationale likely appealed to Progressive Era readers who were accustomed to the association between poverty and moral degeneracy. Economic independence was a vital component in Progressive Era constructions of citizenship, and those in poverty were often cast as lacking personal fortitude rather than being the victims of structural inequalities. Notions of poverty in this period built on earlier constructions of the “pauper,” a figure that, according to Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon, “was like a bad double of the upstanding workingman, threatening the latter should he lag. The image of the pauper was elaborated largely in an emerging new register of dependency discourse—that of morality and psychology. Paupers were not simply poor but degraded, their characters corrupted and their will sapped through reliance on charity.”39 Thus, Woodhull’s queer body was produced as evidence of the lengths to which he was willing to go to prevent becoming dependent on the state—a dedication that suggested his strong moral fiber.

Additionally, the newspaper narratives produced Woodhull’s queer body as emblematic of his triumph over another problem on which U.S. society was fixated in the early twentieth century: disability. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cities across the nation became increasingly concerned with regulating potentially problematic populations, and one result was the passage of numerous “ugly laws,” which sought to control the public visibility of “unsightly beggars.” For example, in 1881, Chicago passed an ordinance that read, “Any person who is diseased, maimed, mutilated, or in any way deformed, so as to be an unsightly or disgusting object, or an improper person to be allowed in or on the streets, highways, thoroughfares, or public places in this city, shall not therein or thereon expose himself to public view, under the penalty of a fine of $1 for each offense.”40 Such laws were passed with the explicit purpose of limiting the public visibility of disabled beggars. In this way, economic status determined which bodies would be deemed “ugly” and therefore in violation of public space. As Clare Sears has argued, ugly laws and regulations regarding cross-dressing, both of which were passed in cities throughout the nation at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, marked the beginning of a “new municipal regulatory trend” wherein a dense legal matrix was formed to dictate “the kinds of bodies that could move freely through city space—and the type of bodies that could not.”41 Public concern over “deformity” was also deeply imbricated in concern over immigration. As Susan Schweik has argued, “A tensely conjoined mixture of ableism, biologized racism, and nativism emerged in American culture, an equation of the unsightly with the alien and the alien with the beggar.”42

Although cross-dressing, disability, and immigration were each being increasingly policed by municipal and federal laws in 1908, the acceptability of these forms of embodiment was also influenced by other factors, particularly race and class. As such, the fact that Woodhull was allowed entry into the United States in this context attests to the power that whiteness and economic productivity exerted in creating the presumption of corporeal acceptability. Of course, Woodhull’s whiteness and middle-class status did not automatically confer acceptability, but newspapers produced this quality narratively by relying on tropes of normative citizenship in which independence was particularly valued, and disability and poverty were associated with moral degeneracy. Woodhull’s purported ugliness as a woman was cast as a disability overcome by the donning of male attire, and therefore his queer body was displayed as evidence of his hardworking and independent nature.

At a time when disability disenfranchised individuals from citizenship, newspapers produced Woodhull’s queer embodiment similarly to the figure disability studies scholars have recently defined as the “supercrip.” The supercrip model, according to Eli Clare, “frames disability as a challenge to overcome and disabled people as superheroes just for living our daily lives.”43 The trope of the “supercrip” celebrates individual achievement and is often dependent on the subjugation of any discussion of the material realities and/or the discrimination that people with disabilities face on a daily basis. The supercrip trope is particularly useful in the present context of neoliberalism, as it frames disability as an issue that can be overcome by individuals rather than an issue that merits structural changes. However, the trope also had appeal in the Progressive Era, when personal responsibility and independence were particularly celebrated qualities. By highlighting Woodhull’s personal accomplishments in overcoming his disability, newspapers detracted attention from Woodhull’s rather trenchant critiques of sexism and ageism. Indeed, in articulating the necessity of his queer embodiment, Woodhull told the New York Sun, “At my age … there is nothing that I can do in women’s clothes. Employers want young and good looking girls or women nowadays.”44 Thus, while Woodhull’s story could have easily been narrated as a tragic story of the realities of sexism and ageism in the United States, the national press instead framed it as a triumphant one, starring a plucky individual (or “supercrip”) who was willing to stop at nothing in order to avoid dependency and lead a productive life.

Woodhull’s economic independence was a vital component of his acceptability to the Ellis Island Board of Special Inquiry, because the most common exclusionary provision used by the Immigration Bureau in the early twentieth century was the “likely to become a public charge” clause, which allowed officials to exclude any immigrant who appeared unable to support him- or herself.45 In addition to federal restrictions regarding nation of origin, this clause provided immigration officials with another means for policing the border against “undesirable” immigrants. As Margaret Gardner and Donna Gabaccia have illustrated, this clause proved to be particularly useful in limiting the entry of single women. Indeed, because dependency was thought to be women’s natural status at the turn of the century, women were vulnerable to exclusion under this clause.46 Even married poor and working-class women were frequently denied entry based on the “likely to become a public charge” clause, in fear that they might one day give birth in publicly funded hospitals.47 Thus, the fact that newspapers described Woodhull’s queer body as enabling him to avoid dependency was vital to his acceptance as a “desirable immigrant.”

Indeed, newspapers nationwide frequently connected Woodhull’s purportedly moral character with his economic independence. For example, the Syracuse Herald reported that it was only because Woodhull dressed as a man that he was able to “earn a regular income as a book agent and maintain her respectability.”48 The maintenance of respectability was intimately tied to the ability to support oneself financially, a logic that appeared throughout the national coverage of Woodhull’s story. The New York Tribune, for example, wrote that Woodhull “has more than enough money with her to entitle her to escape the ‘public charge’ clause of the immigration law. The officials consider her a thoroughly moral person.”49 In the same article, the Tribune also described Woodhull with the characteristics of middle-class respectability, writing that “her manner and conversation show refinement and some culture.”50 Such associations were common throughout the coverage of Woodhull’s case; in fact, the Chicago Daily Tribune and Hutchinson News of Hutchinson, Kansas, both characterized Woodhull’s life dressed in male clothes as “blameless,” thereby alleviating him of any suggestion of moral degeneracy.51

Similarly, the New York Sun highlighted the fact that Woodhull was a law-abiding individual and unaware that dressing as a man was against the law. This dedication to abiding by the laws of the United States was further illustrated by Woodhull’s reported unwillingness to forge his identity in naturalization papers. The New York Sun explained, “She had been urged to become a citizen by some of her male acquaintances, who never suspected her sex, and she had refused because she did not want to break the law.”52 This statement not only produced Woodhull as a law-abiding individual, it also provided an explanation for his alien status—this status was not representative of Woodhull’s lack of desire for U.S. citizenship, but, on the contrary, was emblematic of his respect for the laws of the United States. For these reasons, newspapers asserted Woodhull’s fitness for entry into the United States. The New York Times, for example, characterized Woodhull as “a desirable immigrant” who “should be allowed to win her livelihood as she saw fit.”53 Similarly, the New York Tribune reported, “She is an alien, but not an undesirable one, and had it not been for the clothes she might have been admitted to the country.”54 Thus Woodhull’s body was produced in the press as being representative of his identity as an ideal potential citizen—one who was hardworking, economically independent, and law-abiding.

Woodhull’s queer embodiment was never articulated as signifying his deviant sexuality, nor was his morality ever questioned. Sexological theories are nowhere evident. As one widely circulating story reported, “Just what this desire to masquerade in clothes of the opposite sex means no one has ever been able to explain.”55 Despite the fact that sexologists had been publishing theories on gender and sexual deviance in the United States for several decades by 1908, the national press was, just as it had in the instance of Murray Hall, unwilling to cite sexological theories as offering a plausible explanation for female cross-dressing. Instead, the syndicated New York World article “The Trouble That Clothes Make” contextualizes Woodhull’s story in relation to other instances of cross-dressing, at times normalizing the desire to experience the world from a different perspective. The author muses:

History is forever repeating itself on this line.… “If I were a man,” sighs the young woman bent on a career, “it would be so much easier.” And then she dons her brother’s clothes, takes them off, and sighs again.

“If I were a girl—well, wouldn’t I make it lively for some of these fellows!” murmurs the smooth-faced college chap, and then he dons a décolleté gown, takes the leading role in a college play and, with thanksgiving welling up in his heart, resumes masculine attire.

At the girls’ boarding school or college the masculine roles in the annual plays are eagerly sought.56

This framing places Woodhull’s action in the context of an innocent, youthful, and oft-repeated human desire to explore, rendering his behavior innocuous. The article goes on to discuss other examples of individuals who had been assigned female at birth but lived as men, many of whom chose to don men’s clothing in order to remain with their husbands. The author explains, “Sometimes man and wife, driven to desperation by a fruitless search for work, will decide that the latter must don male attire in order to remain at her husband’s side on his dreary way,” including instances of women posing as men to ride the rails, work in mines, and swing axes as lumberjacks.57 This framing—cross-dressing as means to maintaining heterosexual unions—assured readers that sexual deviance was not a motivating factor behind the women’s sartorial choices. And, lest there be any doubt of the nature of the marriages, the author mentions that in the case of Frances Arnold, the lumberjack, she toiled alongside her husband “until the stork visited their home and she exchanged the axe for the cradle.”58 These details are significant in that they, unlike sexological writing of the day, produce queer embodiment as something that is commonly occurring, innocuous, and compatible with normative social relations, including heterosexual marriages and procreation.

Of course, Woodhull’s whiteness was an incredibly valuable asset in securing both the positive framing in the press and his entry into the United States.59 As Eithne Luibhéid has argued, immigration officials have, since the late nineteenth century, treated various “officially designated identities,” including gendered, racial, ethnic, and class-based ones, as evidence of the likelihood of sexual impropriety when evaluating prospective immigrants. Working-class Chinese women, for example, had a very difficult time gaining entry into the United States in this era “because their intersecting gender, class, ethnic, and racial identities led to suspicion that they were likely to engage in prostitution.”60

Additionally, the practices that immigration officials across the country developed varied, depending on the demographics. For example, in 1908 (the year Frank Woodhull returned to the United States), the common practice at Ellis Island was that all noncitizens were forced to go through the processing center and undergo a medical examination prior to entering the country. The standard medical examination at Ellis Island was rather cursory (nicknamed the “six-second physical”), and required no undressing or intimate contact.61 The methods deployed in such medical examinations were heavily influenced by racialized notions of disease, and differed greatly from those mandated by public health officials at Angel Island, where the passengers seeking entry were largely Chinese and Japanese. Beginning in the 1890s, the medical inspections at Angel Island became more intensive, due in large part to concerns of epidemic disease (particularly the bubonic plague and cholera), which many believed to be entering the United States from East Asia. With Asian immigrants produced as potential “contagions,” the intrusive medical examinations at Angel Island appeared justified. As Nayan Shah describes, “Upon arrival at Angel Island, Chinese men and women were led to sex-segregated barracks … unlike at Ellis Island, men and women were examined separately at Angel Island because of the intrusive nature of the physical examination. In the examination of Chinese men, a PHS officer would command the detainees to line up and strip to the waist.”62 Thus, had Woodhull not been detained for appearing sickly, he would have likely passed through Ellis Island without his “true sex” being detected, a feat that would have been much more challenging had he been an East Asian immigrant. Indeed, newspaper and immigration records indicate that this feat was not impossible, as trans man and Irish immigrant Michael Minch passed successfully through Ellis Island several times, at least twice in the 1890s and once in 1908.63

Of course, it is not only race or nationality that shape perceptions of criminality; class plays a vital role as well. As Margot Canaday argues, the “likely to become a public charge” clause was the provision most often cited in the exclusion of immigrants suspected of sexual perversion in this time period, in large part because the state had yet to formulate a method for otherwise excluding suspected sexual deviants.64 However, because both the press and the members of the Ellis Island Board of Special Inquiry saw Woodhull as thoroughly hardworking and thereby economically independent, his gender deviance was not considered to be a sign of sexual deviance, and he was allowed entry into the United States. In this way, Woodhull’s example illustrates that notions of proper gender embodiment were not defined in isolation or solely in reference to proper sexuality, but rather formed constitutively with race, class, and nationality.
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Figure 3.1. Eugene De Forest, 1915. Image from the Los Angeles Evening Herald.

Throughout this book I have been arguing that queer bodies could be rendered acceptable through an invocation of the positive values associated with normative U.S. citizenship, a line of reasoning that is illustrated quite literally in the case of Frank Woodhull. At a time when national newspapers frequently articulated the dangers immigrants posed to the nation because of their deviant sexuality and/or improper gender formations, newspaper narratives surrounding Woodhull’s detention at Ellis Island never once cast his queer body as emblematic of personal deviance or immorality. The fact that Woodhull was not only allowed entry into the United States, but that newspapers around the nation celebrated this decision by immigration officials, illustrates that the acceptability of a queer body was regulated—both legally and culturally—by racialized, gendered, and classed definitions of proper citizenship. Despite his queer embodiment, newspaper editors did not produce Woodhull as danger to the nation, and his story circulated nationally as an allegory about personal responsibility. In a way, Woodhull was cast as the nation’s most desirable immigrant.

“Pleads to Wear Male Attire”

Seven years later, in 1915, another white trans man captured the attention of newspapers nationwide, and as with Woodhull and Hall before him, his story was narrated positively. Eugene De Forest was born Mary Bradley in Newtown, Connecticut, in 1849. Bradley grew up in an affluent family with two older brothers, and in 1867 he left home to attend Vassar College.65 Ten years later Bradley married Rev. John M. Hart in Newtown.66 The marriage was short-lived; by 1880 Bradley, who was thirty years old at the time, had relocated to San Francisco and found employment as a teacher of elocution.67 By 1891 Bradley had assumed a new name (Eugenie De Forest) and was gaining a reputation in San Francisco as both an elocution teacher and a stage actor with a particular knack for male impersonations.68 Sometime between 1893 and 1897, Bradley assumed a new name and new identity: no longer the female Eugenie De Forest, but the male Eugene De Forest. He remained in San Francisco and retained his occupation as an elocution teacher. It is perhaps a testament to the open community of 1890s San Francisco that De Forest made this transition without leaving the city; in fact, he continued to work as a voice teacher on the very same block in the Union Square neighborhood where he had set up shop in 1891.69 He remained in San Francisco until at least 1909, and by 1915 he had relocated to Los Angeles, where he continued to work as a drama teacher.70 Though it is possible that in San Francisco De Forest’s community understood him to be (and accepted him as) a trans man, it appears that in Los Angeles he was understood to be a cisgender male.

Thus it came as quite a surprise to many when, in September 1915, De Forest was arrested and his anatomy was made public knowledge. “Drama Prof. Proves to Be Woman” screamed a Los Angeles Evening Herald headline.71 This heading, like many others that appeared in newspapers in the subsequent weeks, called attention to the seemingly strange details of the case (the Herald initially referred to the case as “the most unusual legal fight ever waged in this city”), but as the story played out on the pages of local and national papers De Forest was characterized less as a “freak” and more as an unfortunate soul who was handicapped by his constitution. As the story unfolded, newspapers treated De Forest as a subject worthy of being heard and understood, rather than as an object of scrutiny worthy of derision. Just as with Murray Hall and Frank Woodhull before him, this treatment by the press (and the Los Angeles Police Department) was deeply influenced by De Forest’s status as a white, middle-class, middle-aged individual. As such, Eugene De Forest’s story is another example of the power of whiteness in rendering gender deviance acceptable in the early twentieth century. Thus, even though each man may have been guilty of crimes, their bodies were not automatically perceived as criminal because their race and gender presentation rendered them unrecognizable as criminal. Lisa Caucho has written extensively about this phenomenon in her book Social Death, where she observes that “criminal activity was unrecognizable without a black body.”72 In the context of the early twentieth century, because the female “sexual invert” was not yet a recognizable social figure, the gender variance of Hall, Woodhull, and De Forest was not enough to condemn them—due to their whiteness and their class status, their gender deviance was unrecognizable as deviance.

Throughout the early coverage of de Forest’s case, newspapers across the country defined him as someone who had attained status and respect in his community. The Los Angeles Times referred to him as a “well-known teacher of dramatic arts” at LA’s Blanchard Hall, and also mentioned that he was a Vassar graduate.73 This status was repeatedly mentioned, and De Forest was mostly commonly referred to as “Professor De Forest” as the story circulated into papers nationwide.74 Papers also discussed De Forest’s successful stage career. The Los Angeles Times wrote that “in 1885 and 1886 she played opposite Mme. Janauschek, one of the foremost actresses of her time, who is said to have appeared more often before the crowned heads of Europe than any other tragedienne. Later the professor often appeared in the role of Hamlet.”75 Even the woman to whom De Forest was engaged at the time of his arrest was apparently wealthy and respected. The Los Angeles Evening Herald described her as being a “girl of class” who lived in a “big mansion”; when interviewed by Herald reporters she was “dressed in a stylish blue gown and wore a considerable amount of jewelry.”76 These descriptions, bolstered by De Forest’s race and class status, helped to produce him as a valuable member of society. As such, he was allowed by the police to explain and defend his actions, and the press afforded him the space to tell his story in his own words. Although he was defined as a gender deviant, his other identity category afforded him the privilege of being able to tell his story in his own words, and having those words respected, rather than contradicted, in the press.

Immediately upon his arrest, De Forest began providing explanations for his queer embodiment, which appeared in the local and national press. And, just as with Woodhull and Hall before him, sexological discourse was nowhere evident. De Forest, as an educated and well-read individual, perhaps had read the theories of sexual inversion himself, but he did not explicitly reference them in his explanations. Instead, he cited “pre-natal influence” as shaping his gender identity—an explanation that shifted the responsibility for his gender expression away from himself and onto his mother. In the Washington Post, for example, De Forest stated:

A year before I was born my little brother died … my mother’s heart was broken when he passed away and when she realized she was going to be blessed with another child she prayed constantly for a boy, one to take the place of my little brother. Every day she went into the bedroom he had occupied and upon bended knees begged God to give her a baby boy just like brother.… when baby came it was a girl and I am the girl. It is not strange to me that the influence of my mother over me prior to my birth gave me the instincts of a boy.77

This explanation was purportedly supported by medical officials. The New York World reported that “Prof. De Forest declares she holds certifications from physicians and city officials of San Francisco and San Jose authorizing her to dress as a man and warning the public not to interfere with her action.”78 Significantly, the World allowed De Forest’s statements to stand without cross-examination; the paper did not ask for verification of such documents, nor did it attempt to contact said doctors or city officials in order to validate De Forest’s claims. De Forest is allowed the last word in this regard, an allowance that substantiates the presumption of innocence on the part of the press—a presumption no doubt connected to his race and class status.

Newspapers made clear that De Forest displayed no evidence of “mental derangement.”79 The Washington Post and Los Angeles Times both reported, “Drs. F. F. Byington and E. H. Wiley have visited the professor, and both declare she possesses all the characteristics of a woman. They declared medical history recites a number of instances similar to this case, and that it is not unusual for a physical woman to have the instincts of the opposite sex.… They declared she is mentally normal.”80 These “expert opinions” regarding De Forest’s normality are extremely significant components of the newspaper narratives of his queer embodiment; they not only verify De Forest’s own explanations but also serve to render De Forest’s body acceptable. Additionally, they help to normalize De Forest’s seemingly strange embodiment by explaining that “it is not unusual for a physical woman to have the instincts of the opposite sex.” Whereas sexologists at the time were exceedingly interested in producing “sexual inverts” as a deviant group whose inverted sexual instincts were evidence of a pathological disorder, the implications of De Forest’s embodiment here appear wholly distinct (and innocent). This clarification that sexological theories of gender deviance did not apply to the De Forest case also had the effect of producing De Forest as an individual whose personal testimony could be trusted. This was important in the context of the burgeoning field of sexology because sexologists often attributed sexual inversion to mental disorder. All told, the fact that newspapers allowed De Forest the space to explain the rationale behind his embodiment is evidence that De Forest was not presumed guilty by the press (or the police). Additionally, the respectful way the press treated De Forest illustrates how journalists saw his queer embodiment as disconnected from the possibility of sexual deviance. This distance was vital to the construction of De Forest’s acceptability because newspapers revealed that he had previously been married to one woman and, at the time of his arrest, was engaged to a second one.

Throughout the press coverage of the story, journalists provided De Forest with opportunities to explain his relationships with women, and he used this space to make clear that these relationships were nonsexual. For example, he purportedly married a woman named Margaret Barton Hawley around 1911, though no official records of the marriage exist. He told the Los Angeles Examiner that although when he met Hawley there was an immediate mutual attraction, he initially kept his distance because he felt “there could be no marriage.”81 The Washington Post similarly reported that “De Forest explained ‘he’ notified her in advance that there were obstacles in the way which would prevent them from living as husband and wife, but if she desired to live in the ideal, in companionship based on higher planes, ‘he’ was willing, and she consented, but soon tired and separation followed.”82 While many newspapers reported that De Forest’s marriage to Hawley did not last long, the explanation they consistently provided for the divorce was that Hawley grew dissatisfied with the arrangement, which, De Forest reiterated, was based on “companionship, nothing more.”83 In this way, De Forest was vindicated of any suggestion of sexual deviance, as it was made clear that he was the one who pursued marriage; De Forest did not seduce the innocent girl into doing anything she did not want to do. Additionally, the press made frequent references to how their relationship was one of marriage in its purest and highest form—companionship—and therefore was scrubbed of any suggestion of sexual immorality.

Eugene De Forest’s treatment in the press paralleled in many ways the treatment he received from legal authorities in Los Angeles. Just as he was allowed the opportunity to explain himself in the press, he was allowed to negotiate with the police in determining what should happen after his arrest. For example, in an article titled “Pleads to Wear Men’s Attire,” the Los Angeles Examiner quoted him as saying to the authorities, “I would become ill and die if I should be compelled to wear women’s clothes. I cannot help that feeling. I have prayed and struggled, I have asked God to give me strength to accept conventions, but there is something within me that makes my present role in life. It is my personality. Do not, please, oblige me to become a woman. If you should I would not want to live and I know that death would come very soon.”84 Similar statements were published in newspapers nationwide, including the Washington Post, San Jose’s Evening News, the Oakland Tribune, and the New York World, as well as the other major local papers, including the Los Angeles Evening Herald and the Los Angeles Times.85 Apparently convinced by De Forest’s plea and the consultation of doctors and De Forest’s attorney, the Los Angeles Police Department elected to release De Forest without penalty and allowed him to continue wearing male clothing.

What is significant about this decision by the Los Angeles Police Department is not simply that it allowed De Forest to continue to live as a man, but the way the press framed it. Newspapers articulated the verdict as necessary because any other decision would have resulted in De Forest’s death. For example, the Evening News of San Jose reported, “ ‘Professor Eugene De Forest’ … who described herself as ‘a woman with the soul of a man’ when detained by Los Angeles police Tuesday night, was granted permission by the police department to continue wearing the garb of a man as she has done during the past 25 years.… Permissions to appear as a man was granted when Professor De Forest insisted that even the touch of feminine garments would kill her.”86 In this way, newspapers produced De Forest’s life as one that was worth living, and one that should be protected by the police and respected by the community. Indeed, most national newspapers that covered De Forest’s case reported not only his arrest but also his release from police custody, thereby framing his queer body as one with the right to life.

“Ellis Glenn Just Can’t Be Good”

In the summer of 1899, a handsome sewing machine salesman appeared in the small town of Butler, Illinois, where he quickly became one of the most desirable men in town. The Quincy Daily Whig reported that Ellis Glenn “was a great favorite with the ladies” and “easily moved in the best society.”87 Glenn wooed and won Ella Dukes, the daughter of one of Butler’s most respectable families, and the pair began to plan a wedding for that October. Several weeks in advance of the wedding, Glenn was arrested, accused of forging a $4,000 check. As Glenn was apparently well liked by all the Duke family, Ella’s father supplied Glenn’s bond and he was released from jail. A few days afterward, Glenn traveled to St. Louis, ostensibly to purchase wedding clothes. When the train from St. Louis arrived in Butler that evening, it did not contain Glenn, but rather a letter written by a T. H. Terry, reporting that Glenn had “fallen off a wharfboat [sic] and drowned in the Mississippi while bathing.”88 This turn of events raised questions in the minds of local law officials, who suspected that the story was merely an attempt by Glenn to avoid his pending court trial. After a brief search, Glenn was located in Paducah, Kentucky, where he was staying in a boarding house under the alias T. H. Terry. The state attorney brought him back to Illinois, where he pled guilty to charges of fraud at the county courthouse in Hillsboro.89 However, when Glenn was admitted into the Chester penitentiary in late November that year, wardens discovered that his body lacked the anatomical components generally associated with masculinity. When asked to clarify this turn of events, Glenn explained that he was not actually Ellis Glenn but his twin sister, and that the pair had switched places in Paducah. According to the story, a deep sisterly devotion motivated her to take the fall for her persecuted brother.90

This revelation created quite a stir in southern Illinois and was discussed widely in the nation’s newspapers. The widespread coverage gained the attention of law officials in Parkersburg, West Virginia, where an Elbert or E. B. Glenn—an individual who bore a striking physical resemblance to Butler’s Ellis Glenn—had allegedly committed several forgeries in 1897. Thus reasonably sure the individuals were one and the same, officials in Illinois decided to annul Glenn’s initial sentence and transfer the prisoner to West Virginia for an entirely new trial. This new trial, however, was not simply about determining his guilt or innocence in regard to the alleged forgery. It was centered wholly on determining Glenn’s “true” identity as either, as the Chicago Tribune described, “a latter day martyr or … an adventuress so exceptional as to lack a class.”91 In other words, the prosecution was charged with proving that the Glenn who committed the forgeries—the Glenn previously known as a man—had in actuality been a woman posing as a man.

Likely due in large part to the scandalous nature of Glenn’s story, the case was covered extensively in the nation’s dailies.92 In fact, Glenn’s trial received such extensive coverage that the New York Times reported, “It is believed much difficulty will be found in securing a jury, owing to the widespread interest which has been taken in the case.”93 Widely circulating dailies such as Pulitzer’s St. Louis Post-Dispatch and the Chicago Tribune sent correspondents to Hillsboro and later Parkersburg to cover the story. Dailies and weeklies published in small cities and towns also covered the story with great interest throughout its lengthy proceedings, relaying information gleaned from wire services.94 In fact, when Glenn’s trial finally began in the summer of 1901, it constituted one of the most widely reported stories in newspapers across the nation.95

By late July, it appeared clear to many that Glenn’s acquittal was imminent. On July 21, 1901, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported, “That she will never be convicted is regarded as a certainty. Public sentiment is conspicuously in her favor. Even those who believe her guiltily share in the general desire for her acquittal if for no other reason than she has so successfully precluded the possibility of establishing her identity.”96 Significantly, because the St. Louis Post-Dispatch had a correspondent in Parkersburg to cover the trial, it is safe to assume that its account reflected the public sentiment of the locals who had witnessed the trial up close. Thus, despite the general acceptance of the fact that Glenn had posed as a man for several years and maintained relationships with several women, the people of Parkersburg hoped for his acquittal.

As it turned out, the Post-Dispatch was correct in its prediction, and on the last day of July 1901 newspapers across the country reported Glenn’s acquittal—a verdict arrived at because the jury could not come to a unanimous decision regarding his “true” identity.97 The case was not entirely closed, however. The prosecution appealed the decision, and in 1903, a Supreme Court ruling remanded the case for retrial.98 Ultimately, in the summer of 1905, four years after Glenn’s initial trial, the prosecution decided to not retry him on the belief that they could not prove without a reasonable doubt that Ellis and E. B. Glenn were the same person.99

Less than three months after the case was finally dropped, Glenn reappeared in the news. Papers across the country reported that he was once again in legal trouble, this time in Lapeer, Michigan. It was reported that Glenn, “masquerading in male attire as a real estate agent,” swindled money in a land deal in Clare County, Michigan.100 The Detroit Free Press described Glenn as “the smoothest person ever arrested” in Lapeer, and news of the arrest quickly made its way into newspapers nationwide, including the New York World, the Chicago Daily Tribune, and the Baltimore Sun. In these accounts, Glenn’s gender deviance was produced as intimately connected to his legal infractions. The Chicago Daily Tribune, for example, referred to Glenn as “the notorious woman-man, sewing machine agent, barber, waiter, real estate broker, paper hanger, forger, ‘good fellow.’ ”101 Newspapers that had covered Glenn’s initial arrest with deep interest and a sympathetic tone, such as the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, also got in on the act and published articles that portrayed him as irreconcilably deviant. For example, in an article titled “Ellis Glenn Just Can’t Be Good,” the Paducah Sun described Glenn as a cold and calculated criminal by focusing largely on his deceit of Ella Duke during his stay in Butler, Illinois, several years earlier. Whereas Duke had mainly disappeared from the narrative by the conclusion of Glenn’s trial in 1901, here she reappeared front and center and provided an excellent foil against which to dramatize the gravity of Glenn’s past deception.102

Other newspapers, such as the Baltimore Sun, highlighted Glenn’s criminality by referencing the past beliefs held by law enforcement officials who had grappled with the case. The paper reported, “As on the two other occasions when she was arrested, she was in male attire when caught … the police never had a doubt that she was a criminal, but they were never able to prove it to the satisfaction of juries or judges, and after two of her greatest crimes she was able to leave the courtroom a free woman. This last arrest seems to settle the question.”103 As the Sun correctly predicted, “Ellen” Glenn was convicted of the charges in November 1905 and sentenced to one to ten years in the Detroit House of Correction.104

While Ellis Glenn’s whiteness initially secured him protection and legal recourse that would have been unimaginable for people of color at the time (the 1890s and early 1900s being the height of lynchings for African Americans), once his criminality was proven beyond a doubt in 1905 the ways the press depicted him changed drastically. Whereas previously his successful mastery of masculinity was celebrated as a tremendous accomplishment, after his 1905 arrest Glenn’s time in men’s clothing was rendered as a pathological attempt to merely access privileges (including access to white women) that were not rightfully his. The fact that he was arrested “masquerading” in male attire illustrated with finality that Ellen and Ellis Glenn were one and the same, and thus he was guilty on numerous accounts: not only had he swindled money and broken hearts, but he had lied to the police and to the jury during his 1901 trial. As such, the press depicted him as a hardened criminal with no hope for rehabilitation. Not even his whiteness could redeem him now—in fact, he was seen as a particular disappointment because he had been granted, over the course of several years, the respect and interest generally only provided for white men.

Significantly, when the preeminent sexologist Havelock Ellis wrote about Ellis Glenn in the third edition of his landmark text Studies in the Psychology of Sex: Sexual Inversion, he referenced only the newspaper coverage of Glenn’s 1905 arrest. In a passage where Ellis recounts a series of brief stories of “female inverts,” he writes, “Ellen Glenn, alias Ellis Glenn, a notorious swindler, who came prominently before the public in Chicago during 1905, was another ‘man-woman,’ of large and masculine type. She preferred to dress as a man and had many love escapades with women.”105 In this succinct account, Glenn fits within Ellis’s understanding of sexual inversion in that Glenn’s physicality (“large and masculine”) signified his inversion, hence his romantic and/or sexual relationships with women.106 Additionally, described as a “notorious swindler,” Glenn similarly fits within Ellis’s notion that homosexuality and criminality were closely linked in women.107 Thus it is perhaps no surprise that it was only coverage of Glenn’s 1905 arrest that caught Ellis’s eye; as discussed above, it was this coverage that most clearly linked same-sex desire, criminality, and queer embodiment.

Conclusion

Havelock Ellis’s selective reading of the newspaper coverage of Ellis Glenn’s story is illustrative of an important distinction in the ways gender variance was understood at the turn of the twentieth century. For sexologists like Ellis, the body of a “sexual invert” was a deviant body.108 However, to the mass-circulation press and, likely, U.S. society more broadly, the category was not yet as salient. As this chapter has shown, the categories of whiteness and masculinity were extremely powerful in regulating which bodies were afforded respect, understanding, and sympathy. Instead of being run out of town (or lynched) when he was arrested for forging a large sum of money, Ellis Glenn’s father-in-law assumed his innocence and provided his bail. Later, he was afforded his day in court while the nation breathlessly followed the case. Similarly, the cases of Murray Hall, Frank Woodhull, and Eugene De Forest were covered widely in the press, and in each case journalists assumed the individual’s innocence. While their stories began with the accusation of wrongdoing (assuming a false identity), newspapers nationwide provided these individuals with the opportunity to explain their actions. Their guilt was never assumed, and their deviance was not thought to be integral to their identity.

The press in the early twentieth century frequently acknowledged that the boundaries between femininity and masculinity were porous and contested. However, not all bodies were allowed to test the boundaries. Gender normativity was (and is) deeply imbricated in other social categories, and thus white, middle-class, able-bodied, and economically productive bodies were granted more leeway. The cases discussed in this chapter shared many similarities—each of the men were middle-aged, white, and successful in business, to some degree. They fulfilled the social expectations of white masculinity and were accordingly provided the respect and sympathy only afforded to white men in U.S. society. Hall, Woodhull, De Forest, and Glenn (initially) were each granted the status of subjects in the press and by legal officials in their communities. Although Hall was not alive to witness the ways his life as a man was memorialized, he perhaps would have been gratified to see the press (both local and national) celebrate how he had so successfully performed his masculine role. Frank Woodhull and Eugene De Forest, however, were able to reap the rewards of normative white masculinity, in that they escaped their encounters with state officials unscathed, and their communities allowed them to continue living as male. Their white and male bodies ensured that the press and the state did not automatically perceive them as criminal, even if their bodies lacked the anatomy generally associated with masculinity. But there were limits to the actions that whiteness could render acceptable, as the case of Ellis Glenn illustrates.

However, even Glenn’s case highlights the power of whiteness in rendering gender variance acceptable; Glenn was granted the presumption of innocence or, to quote Hannah Ardent again, “the right to have rights,” something that would have been unimaginable had Glenn exhibited the same behavior while African American or a nonwhite immigrant. The distinct ways Havelock Ellis discussed the Glenn case highlights that for sexologists, sexual/gender variance had the effect of stripping his body of white privilege.109 However, as the other examples in this chapter illustrate, the popular press was not as willing to disregard one’s white racial privilege. As the next chapter will explore, the national mass-circulation press was deeply committed to collapsing gender and sexual deviance as the exclusive provenance of the nonwhite and noncitizen. Indeed, ascribing value to white trans men was dependent on the devaluing of nonwhite gender/sexual deviants.
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Gender Transgressions in the Age of U.S. Empire

Much of this book thus far has focused on the local responses of communities to their queer neighbors. I have argued that trans men in rural areas and small towns were tolerated by their communities due to the structures of familiarity that regulate small-town life. However, the ways neighbors interpreted the queer bodies in their midst were dependent on not only local circumstances but also global phenomena. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed the rapid growth of the U.S. empire. In these years, U.S. interventions in Hawaii, the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, Panama, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti introduced Americans to new ways of imagining their role in the world, while debates over the statehood of New Mexico and Arizona forced conversations about what it meant to be an “American.” Central to these debates were discussions of proper sexual and gender definitions, and aberrant gender formations were deployed to justify imperialism and regulate which populations were eligible for inclusion in the body politic.1 In previous chapters, I have shown that sexological discourse played a limited role in defining local responses to trans men, and that even when the stories circulated on a national scale journalists rarely referenced sexological theories of sexual inversion. As this chapter will argue, in an era of expanding U.S. empire, notions of “foreignness” provided a ready means for national newspapers to pathologize queer bodies, and this narrative was used far more frequently than the medical discourse of sexual inversion, even into the 1920s. This chapter will look at moments where we can see the interplay between global and local forces, moments where international geopolitical events affected the lives of trans men, shaping the ways their bodies were interpolated by local authorities, journalists, and national newspapers.

“Bright-Faced Girl-Boy”

Elvira Virginia Mugarrieta was born in 1869 in San Francisco to a Mexican father and Anglo mother.2 His mother was Eliza Garland Mugarrieta, the daughter of Louisiana congressman Rice Garland. His father, José Marcos Mugarrieta, worked as Mexican consul in San Francisco. Prior to his marriage to Eliza Garland, Mugarrieta served fourteen years in the Mexican army, fighting against U.S. forces during the Mexican-American War. He remained a strong supporter of Mexican nationalism until his death in 1886, directing Mexican patriotic society activities and working as a Spanish instructor in San Francisco.3 Raised in this context, Elvira no doubt understood from an early age the importance of negotiating between cultures. Indeed, Elvira was born just two decades after the Mexican-American War, a time when Mexicans were widely regarded as an inferior people unfit for the privileges of U.S. citizenship.4

It is impossible to know how Elvira identified racially or nationally. It is clear, however, that when he began living as a man in adulthood, he never publicly claimed a Spanish name or provided details about his family of origin, perhaps as a means of distancing himself from any association with Mexican Americans. For example, as an adult, Mugarrieta first appears on the historical record in 1897 in Stockton, California, where he was dressing as a man and living under the rather fanciful moniker “Babe Bean.” The Stockton Daily Record introduced Bean to the city by writing, “Babe Bean is the name the bright-faced girl-boy goes by, but what her real name is she alone knows, and is not liable to divulge it, as she claimed to come from one of the best families in the land.”5 This choice of name was one of the first ways he began to define himself to the public; significantly, he chose a race-neutral appellation. Whereas his birth name would have conveyed his Spanish (and potentially Mexican) heritage, the whimsical designation “Babe Bean” helped him to appear nonthreatening—an important characteristic for a stranger entering into a new community. Furthermore, Bean’s claim that he came “from one of the best families of the land” had racial connotations, as many in Stockton would have likely assumed that “best” meant “Anglo.”

It appears that Bean vigorously defended his race-neutral (or Anglo) appearance. When Bean got wind that the Stockton Daily Record published a report from a reader in nearby Farmington that suggested he was actually a woman named “Clara Garcia,” he was very quick to deny the report. Several days later, the same paper reported that, “when she was taken by the man from Farmington for Clara Garcia, her indignation knew no bounds.”6 Significantly, Bean did not have the same reaction when, two weeks earlier, “a Charles Engles from Montana” wrote to the paper stating that he thought Bean was his long-lost sister.7 The racial implications for the two claims of identity are clearly very different, and thus Bean’s forceful response to the suggestion that he was “Clara Garcia” is likely an indication that he was invested in distancing himself from any indication he was Spanish or Mexican American. Indeed, he was possibly aware of the state’s emergent penchant for conflating foreignness with sexual and/or gender deviance, and assumed that presenting himself (or allowing others to read him) as an Anglo would provide him with some protection against suggestions of deviance.8

[image: image]

Figure 4.1. “Babe Bean” / Jack Garland, 1897. Image from the Stockton Evening Mail.

Bean’s deliberate choice regarding his name was just one of many tactics he deployed as a means of avoiding persecution in Stockton.9 These efforts were effective, and he was described in the Stockton Daily Record as a “pretty, dark-haired, dark-eyed girl who is masquerading as a boy and whose life history would give the novelist a plot for one of the most readable books of the age.”10 The Stockton public was so taken with Babe Bean that he served as a guest correspondent for the Stockton Evening Mail.11 Furthermore, drawings of Bean that appeared in Stockton papers depicted him as a well-dressed, boyish-looking adolescent white girl, and his portrayal was devoid of the cartoonish images used in the Stockton press to depict nonwhites or sexual/gender deviants.

Although the construction of the identity “Babe Bean” enabled Mugarrieta to lead a livable life in Stockton for a short while, it was likely not a satisfactory life since it was predicated on a disavowal of his masculinity. Indeed, when probed, he claimed to be a woman who wore men’s clothing for its ease and comfort while traveling alone. When Mugarrieta more fully articulated a male identity in late 1899, he used the then-dominant discourse of militarism and manifested his masculinity by pledging his allegiance to imperial projects such as the Philippine-American War. Perhaps Mugarrieta had become swept up in the discourse surrounding the war, which celebrated the conflict as a means to regenerate white American manhood, or perhaps he simply recognized the war as an opportunity to claim a male identity. Regardless of the reason, what is clear is that in October 1899, Mugarrieta, dressed as a man, stowed aboard the Manila-bound military ship, the City of Para.12

One reason Mugarrieta may have been motivated to participate in the Philippine-American War was to lay claim to masculinity—or more precisely, militarized white masculinity. As Paul Kramer has argued, “On the United States’ side, the promotion of the ends of imperial war led to two interrelated processes of racialization. In the first, American imperialists racialized themselves as ‘Anglo-Saxons’ in order to legitimate the controversial U.S. war as racially and historically inevitable: Americans were inheritors of Anglo-Saxon virtues, foremost among them the capacity for empire-building.”13 Participating in the military conflict enabled Mugarrieta to join a project that was clearly articulated in racial terms.

However, if Mugarrieta was hoping to pass as male both on board the City of Para and once in Manila, he was unsuccessful. During the journey to Honolulu (the ship’s first stop) Mugarrieta’s “true sex” was discovered after he fainted upon receiving a small pox vaccination. According to James G. Hutcheson, a member of the U.S. Army and fellow City of Para passenger, Mugarrieta was not ostracized after the revelation; in fact, the crew rallied around their unconventional passenger. Hutcheson told the San Francisco Chronicle that, despite the captain’s orders, the men on the ship helped conceal Mugarrieta’s presence after they left port in Honolulu, and their stowaway was thus allowed to arrive at his intended destination: Manila. Mugarrieta continued to enjoy the support of his fellow men while in the Philippines. As Hutcheson explained, “She remained in Manila or its vicinity for some months doing freelance newspaper work, and most every day visited one or more of the companies of our regiment. As all of our regiment knew, she was a woman, she was called Bebe or Babe by most of our men. She much preferred to be called Jack and when her work took her to regiments where she was not known, she passed as Jack Bean.”14 This report is seemingly verified by an article in the Manila Freedom (an American military newspaper published in Manila during war), which referred to Mugarrieta as “Miss Beebe Beam (better known as ‘Jack’).” The article went on to characterize Jack as being very well liked, stating that “ ‘Jack’ has made friends wherever she has gone and is a particular favorite with many regiments both regular and volunteer who are ever extending her a hearty welcome and do everything possible for her interests and comforts, especially the Twenty-ninth U.S.V. who have proved themselves very devoted to their Jack ever since she joined them on the Para.”15 While these articles suggest that Mugarrieta was very popular in Manila, they provide precious little information about what precisely he did there. Indeed, though he was often referred to in press accounts as a “freelance journalist,” the only article published under any of his pseudonyms appeared only after his return to the United States.

This article, titled “My Life as a Soldier” and attributed to “Miss Beebe Beam,” was published in October 1900 in the Sunday magazine section of all of William Randolph Hearst’s newspapers. Mugarrieta opened the article with the statement, “As a newspaper woman and the daughter of an army officer, all my ambition and interest and inclination naturally gave me the fever to go to Manila when things were at their liveliest there.”16 In this quote, he is clearly manipulating the racial expectations of the reader: although the statement on the surface places Mugarrieta in a line of patriotic (Anglo-Saxon) servicemen who valiantly battled on behalf of the United States, his father actually fought against the United States during the Mexican-American War.17 By omitting this detail, Mugarrieta was able to narratively pass as Anglo. Regardless of whether he identified as Anglo, he no doubt understood the racial implications of obscuring the detail that his father had been a Mexican general.
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Figure 4.2. “My Life as a Soldier” feature, starring “Beebe Beam” (Jack Garland), 1900. Image from San Francisco’s Sunday Morning Examiner.

While it is impossible for us to know whether Mugarrieta had fully bought into the war rhetoric, or whether he was simply using this rhetoric to render his queer embodiment acceptable, what is important to note here is that throughout “My Life as a Soldier,” Mugarrieta illustrates a keen awareness of the connections between race, gender, imperialism, and citizenship. Furthermore, it appears that expressing his allegiance to the imperial project did have some tangible benefits; for example, in the preface to “My Life as a Solider,” Mugarrieta was introduced to the reader as an “adventurous writer” who only wears male attire “for convenience and protection.” The article’s introduction further celebrates Mugarrieta’s willingness to “defy conventionality and try to live down public prejudice against [his masculine clothing].”18 Thus, because Mugarrieta had articulated his support for the imperial project and explained that he was driven by patriotic duty to document the Philippine-American War, his queer embodiment was not pathologized, nor was its legality questioned. Rather, the Hearst feature celebrated Mugarrieta’s queer embodiment as emblematic of his patriotism and courage.19

Despite the fact that “My Life as a Solider” normalized Mugarrieta as a woman, it appears that upon his return from Manila in 1900 he began to live full-time as a man, taking the name Jack Garland. Read with Jack’s case in mind, the following claim from Kristin Hoganson’s Fighting for American Manhood rings particularly true: “As the nation celebrated its victory, some observers concluded that American men had done more than prove their manhood in war—they had improved it. Manhood, they opined, was the greatest legacy of war.”20 Indeed, after his return to the United States, Garland got a tattoo on his left arm to memorialize his experience in the Philippines. Above a large American flag, Garland had the words “Manila 1899” etched. Underneath the flag were several numbers—including twenty-nine, the infantry unit with which he traveled with on the City of Para—along with two crossed guns, with the word “Jack” at the bottom.21 In this way, Garland rendered himself intelligible as a normative white male by invoking imperialism and militarism, and articulating his allegiance to the state. By physically marking himself on the American side of the Philippine-American War, Garland made his whiteness and masculinity manifest in opposition to abject Asian-ness—a strategy that was likely of particular importance given that he spent much of the rest of his life in San Francisco, a city with a very large (and, at the time, much maligned) Asian American population.

Additionally, the name that Garland selected for himself upon his return from Manila is very significant in terms of his construction of a new identity. In transitioning to live full-time as a man (rather than claiming the identity of a woman dressing in men’s clothing), he eschewed the rather quirky names “Babe Bean” and “Beebe Beam,” and opted for the more serious sounding “Jack Garland.” Garland was not a randomly chosen surname; rather living under his father’s family name, Mugarrieta, he chose to use his (Anglo) mother’s maiden name, Garland. This decision is in line with Spanish surname practices, wherein children are commonly given both paternal and maternal family names and may choose to go by both or either. Although Garland was not given his mother’s surname at birth, he no doubt was aware of these naming practices, as well as how a Spanish surname might be interpreted in California. His choice to eschew Mugarrieta for the Anglo name Garland may have been a strategic choice to ensure that he was perceived as white—a perception that likely also made it easier for him to pass as male.

Thus Garland’s example serves as an important reminder that the boundaries of proper gender and sexuality emerging at the turn of the twentieth century were defined not simply in the local or national context, but were inextricably linked to global imperial processes. Moreover, it reminds us that under the right circumstances, queer embodiment could be produced as emblematic of patriotic citizenship. However, as whiteness studies scholars have reminded us for decades, the acquisition of whiteness is a precarious process, and changes in the global political context can strip racial privilege in an instant. For example, on the eve of U.S. entrance into World War I, German Americans who had previously been enfolded into the comforts of whiteness were suddenly viewed with suspicion and cast as dangerous outsiders by politicians and the press. Perhaps, then, it should not be surprising that the next time Garland appeared in the national mass-circulation press after “My Life as a Solider” was in December 1917, when he was arrested on the suspicion that he was “a woman German spy … operating under the guise of a man.”22

Initial reports of Garland’s arrest caused alarm because the figure of a female cross-dressing spy seemed to hold a dagger at the heart of the nation-state—a body held together by patriotism, white supremacy, and heteronormativity. Perhaps aware of this, Garland mobilized the same strategies he had used to explain his queer embodiment in “My Life as a Soldier”; he legitimized his queer body (while simultaneously seeking to narratively articulate whiteness) by using tropes of nationalism. For example, the Los Angeles Times reported, “When asked why she wore male attire, Beebe Bean23 said: ‘I fought in the China Boxer war with Gen. Woolaston, and consequently I find them [male clothing] more convenient.’ ”24 Although there is no record of Garland’s participation in the Boxer Rebellion, this explanation produced his queer embodiment as emblematic of his identity as a patriotic and self-sacrificing citizen, similarly to how his participation in the Philippine-American War had been mobilized in the press seventeen years earlier. Precisely why Garland chose to cite his (likely fallacious) participation in the Boxer Rebellion instead of mentioning his verifiable participation in the Philippine-American War is unclear. However, it seems likely that this decision was a strategic one, made to capitalize on the ways that images of the Boxer Rebellion circulated in the U.S. imaginary, where the Boxers were figured as anti-Western forces who targeted Christian missionaries.25

Just as he had seventeen years earlier, here Garland produced his queer embodiment as representative of his support of state projects, thereby articulating his cross-dressing as emblematic of his status as a productive (and patriotic) citizen. Not only did this tactic clarify Garland’s patriotism by distancing him from the traitorous activity of spying, it also addressed the fact that his whiteness was called into question by his alleged German-ness. In addition to aligning himself with the West by setting himself in opposition to the Boxers (or the Chinese more broadly), Garland also reverted to the pseudonym Babe Bean (or Beebe Bean, as the Los Angeles Times referred to him). As I discussed above, this moniker had the dual effect of portraying Garland as innocuous and childlike, and hiding any nonwhite racial identifiers to help him pass as white. In each of these ways, Garland dealt with his arrest through methods that reassured the police (and the people of Los Angeles) that he was not a threat to the community. As such, readers were likely not surprised when the Los Angeles Times reported Garland’s release from prison after the charges proved to be false.26

Significantly, the narrative of Garland’s arrest played out much differently in newspapers outside of Los Angeles. Both the Washington Post and Chicago Daily Tribune reported Garland’s arrest, but each characterized his queer body as being much more dangerous than the Los Angeles Times did. The Post, for example, described Garland as “a frail girl, masquerading as a man, whose career since under detective surveillance has excited mystery and suspicion.”27 Additionally, both the Washington Post and Chicago Daily Tribune took the information regarding Garland’s alleged participation in the Boxer Rebellion out of context, reporting only that “she was in China during the Boxer uprising and admits to having traveled extensively abroad.”28 Garland’s allegiance is completely ambiguous. Not only is Garland’s voice removed, but this narrative framing also makes it unclear why he was in China at all. Given the charges under which he was arrested, the suggestion is that Garland may have been part of a nefarious covert operation overseas. Additionally, at a time when the United States was engaged in a world war, the line “she … admits to having traveled extensively abroad” likely raised suspicion of anti-American activities. Significantly, neither the Washington Post nor the Chicago Daily Tribune followed up on Garland’s arrest to report that the charges brought against him were proven false. Thus, it appears that while the national press was eager to publish stories that associated queer embodiment with anti-Americanism and foreign nationals, few papers were interested in casting queer individuals as innocent victims of overzealous policing—particularly individuals who were thought to be German or otherwise “foreign.”

In this way, perhaps there is striking similarity between Garland’s coverage in the Los Angeles press and the local narratives of rural trans men discussed in chapter 2. As I argued there, some trans men were able to find tolerance in rural communities because the structures of familiarity provided acceptance in ways that urban areas could not. Although Los Angeles was an urban space in 1917, the editors of the Los Angeles Times likely understood that when they discussed the story of Jack Garland, they were narrating the story of someone’s friend or neighbor. Furthermore, the editors’ perception of Garland as a patriotic white citizen no doubt shaped their representation of his story; accepted as a valued community member (despite his queer embodiment), he was allowed to tell his own story. However, once Garland’s story left the local context, his subjecthood mattered less. Separated from any semblance of familiarity, Garland no longer appeared as a speaking subject. Newspaper editors on the national scale represented him simply as a gender deviant who threatened national security. In this way, coverage of Garland’s 1917 arrest is a useful reminder of the precariousness with which trans men lived in the early twentieth century. They could develop calculated embodiment strategies to pass as white and cisgender, but a great deal was always out of their control, as their bodies were constantly read in relation to changing global forces.

“He Was a Government Spy and a Nihilist”

The eagerness with which the national press connected foreignness with gender and sexual deviance in the early twentieth century can also be clearly seen in the case of Nicolai De Raylan. De Raylan was born in Russia in 1874 and immigrated to the United States in the early 1890s. The reason for his migration is unclear; several theories were later presented in the press, including that he was “smuggled out of the country because of a terrible secret he learned concerning his father,” and that he was a spy for the Russian government. What is clear is that by 1893 De Raylan was living in Chicago and working for the Russian consulate.29 He married twice. His first marriage ended in divorce in June 1903; two months later he married a “chorus girl” named Anna Armstrong.30 By late 1906, De Raylan had fallen ill with tuberculosis and traveled to Phoenix in hopes that the desert air would improve his health. Unfortunately this was not the case, and he passed away on December 18, 1906.31

However, De Raylan’s story was far from over. His death set off a firestorm of newspaper coverage that lasted well over six months, for when the coroner disrobed the body he discovered that De Raylan was anatomically female. This discovery elicited several questions in the minds of journalists across the country: How could De Raylan have passed successfully as a man for at least a decade? How was De Raylan able to marry not one but two women, and why would they both strenuously object to the suggestion that he was anatomically female? Furthermore, when it was noted that De Raylan left behind a sizeable estate, questions emerged about how someone purportedly working as a secretary was able to amass a fortune. Journalists attempted to answer these and other questions in the hundreds of articles published about De Raylan and his wives in the period between winter 1906 and spring 1907. Throughout this proliferous coverage, the fact of De Raylan’s nationality—and purported connections to nefarious revolutionary activities and/or political subterfuge—took center stage. Indeed, De Raylan’s foreignness provided a ready means through which national newspapers could (and did) naturalize his gender and sexual deviance, and cast him as a deviant outsider.

De Raylan’s story first appeared in the Chicago Tribune on December 19, 1906, and quickly spread to newspapers nationwide.32 As the story circulated to the pages of the Washington Post, San Francisco Call, Boston Journal, and Dallas Morning News, wild speculation continued about De Raylan’s “true” identity, which included not only his “true sex” but also the reason he immigrated to the United States and his occupation while in Chicago. For example, the Pittsburgh Press reported, “Near the close of her 18th year came the mysterious crisis in her life, which drove her from Russia and caused her to disguise her sex to the end of her life. What this crisis was no one in America seems to have been able to learn. It has been said by Russians in Chicago that there is reason to belief [sic] that De Raylan became connected with the revolutionists in a plot against the government, was detected and forced to flee into exile to escape death or Siberia.”33 Such accounts portrayed De Raylan as a dangerous and volatile individual, suspect not only because of his queer embodiment but also because of his connection to radical and subversive politics. Newspaper articles frequently made associations between De Raylan’s subversion of his “true sex” and his involvement in political subterfuge. For example, in a widely circulated interview, a woman who had worked as a domestic servant in the De Raylan home suggested, “I was always suspicious that he was connected with the Russian secret service, and I think it probable that his work in that direction was one of the reasons for the concealment of the fact that he was woman. I also have reason to believe that several prominent Russians in Chicago knew the secret.”34 In this way, De Raylan’s queer embodiment was connected to his nefarious political connections, highlighting his foreignness.

Speculation abounded in the early coverage of the De Raylan case about the precise nature of his activities in Chicago. An AP wire reproduced nationwide reported, “De Raylan’s connection with the revolutionary party is seen in her presence at meetings of the West Side ‘bund’ and the secret conferences with fellow countrymen and the numerous dispatches sent to Russia.”35 Elsewhere it was reported that De Raylan “received constant communications from Russia, all of which he destroyed upon reading.”36 Articles published later in the spring of 1907 were more explicit about De Raylan’s alleged political ties. For instance, the Los Angeles Times reported, “That ‘he’ was a Russian is not doubted, though guesses are evenly distributed between the contention that he was a government spy and a Nihilist.”37 Such accounts reiterated De Raylan’s status as an outsider with nefarious political connections. Unlike many of the other trans men discussed in previous chapters, he was characterized as wholly outside the local and national community; he was a foreign contagion who was potentially very dangerous to the United States.

Discussions of De Raylan’s romantic relationships with women also played a central role in newspaper narratives about him. It appeared that De Raylan had been quite a Lothario, having been married at least twice, and that he hadn’t been faithful during either of his marriages. In the initial coverage of De Raylan’s story, newspapers frequently mentioned De Raylan’s first romance soon after revealing how he initially began living as man. For example, a widely reproduced AP wire reported that De Raylan began dressing as a man in Russia when “trouble with her parents over a revolutionary secret drove the De Raylan girl from her home in Elizabethgrad, Russia, when 18 years old. She went to the town of Kameyets, and there, as a man, won the love of a young girl, Jenya Vassilovitch.”38 The article went on to explain that the romance “clung to” De Raylan, and that the pair frequently exchanged letters. This anecdote helped to characterize De Raylan as an individual who had a romantic interest in women, and also suggested that he was irresponsible with the emotions of others. Indeed, the AP story revealed that Jenya (whom De Raylan reportedly referred to as his “angel girl”) “wrote pitiful letters, begging to be brought to this country, saying that should would be good and true.”39 A slightly longer version of this story appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune, where it was suggested that De Raylan “lost the love of ‘Jenya’ … through an affair with a girl of the Neva quarter in St. Petersburg.”40 De Raylan’s libertine nature again is highlighted, as it is suggested that from the very beginning of his time as a man he was unfaithful to women. De Raylan was portrayed in the press as an untrustworthy individual whose life was predicated on deceiving those around him—even those he purportedly loved, like his “angel girl” Jenya.

Although the standards of decorum prevented newspapers from explicitly discussing Nicolai De Raylan’s sexuality, they made clear through repeated references to his relationships with women that he was sexually deviant. What’s more, the press frequently portrayed his sexual deviance as related to his foreign status and his participation in radical political activities. The Bryan Morning Eagle, of Bryan, Texas, reported, “The motive for De Raylan’s masquerade … is mixed. Part of it dates back to her early affair with a girl in southern Russia at the first period of her assuming ‘manhood,’ and part of the explanation is found in her connection with revolutionary ‘bunds’ in this country and Russia.”41 Readers were likely familiar with the portrayal of foreigners and individuals who participated in radical politics as inherently sexually deviant, and thus what the Bryan Morning Eagle portrayed as a “mixed” motivation was likely interpreted as a single cause with two manifestations (same-sex desire and connections with revolutionary “bunds”).42 These components of De Raylan’s story allowed the press to create a narrative about De Raylan that cast him as a deviant outsider whose values were completely antithetical to normative “American” values.

Unlike in the cases of the trans men discussed in previous chapters, the local and national press could find nothing redeeming in De Raylan’s story. Whereas individuals like George Green, William C. Howard, and Willie Ray were seen as hardworking and valuable members of their communities, Nicolai De Raylan was a deviant outsider. Additionally, whereas the majority of the men discussed previously had relationships with women, those relationships rarely took center stage in newspaper narratives about their lives. Often, their connections with women were characterized as a means for them to pass more successfully as male, and any allusion to a sexual component of the relationship was elided. However, in De Raylan’s case, his dalliances with women were central to the newspaper narratives about his life. What’s more, De Raylan’s life as a man was depicted as being in part motivated by his desire to pursue romantic relationships with women. Additionally, his marriages in the United States were rendered pathological in the press because both women were apparently shocked at the revelation of De Raylan’s “true sex”—that is, not only was he involved in underground political networks and had fooled the public in Chicago that he was a man, he had also victimized both of his wives by concealing from them his true identity.

Indeed, both De Raylan’s widow and his ex-wife (Anna De Raylan and Eugenie Bruchulis) figured prominently in the coverage of the case. The women’s testimonies added to the salacious nature of the coverage. Anna De Raylan refused to accept the news, and suggested to the press that Nicolai was still alive or, if he was in fact dead, that “there is something mysterious in the whole affair.”43 On December 20, 1906, the Kansas City Star reported, “Mrs. De Raylan was almost hysterical with grief when seen at her home.” She told the paper, “These stories of his not being a man are preposterous. He was a man and one of the finest fellows in the world.”44 In the Chicago Tribune, she hypothesized that the allegations against her husband were “the work of his enemies,” and that “he was connected to the revolutionists.”45 The Pawtucket Times of Rhode Island also published quotes from Anna De Raylan, but in these she cited the specific knowledge that wives are granted concerning their husband’s anatomy: “Mr. De Raylan was not a woman, but a good, kind man … I think I ought to know as much as the doctors about it, and I say he was a man.”46 The article also went on to quote De Raylan’s first wife, who told the paper, “Certainly De Raylan was a man … he had all the weaknesses of men.”47 Immediately following this statement was a discussion of De Raylan’s divorce from his first wife, which was apparently prompted by De Raylan’s proclivity for carriage rides with women who were not his wife. Such quotes provided readers with the notion that De Raylan had victimized both women by being unfaithful as well as by concealing his “true” identity.

One remarkable aspect of the local as well as national coverage is that De Raylan’s gender and sexual transgressions were often discussed as emblematic of his identity as a foreign spy and likely swindler. The vast majority of coverage discussed De Raylan’s case as exceptional and one of a kind, but during the six-month period in which De Raylan was a frequent feature in the press at least four newspapers nationwide published articles that placed De Raylan in conversation with other women who had lived as men. However, sexological theories of gender and sexual deviance were nowhere present in these accounts, even as national newspapers gathered “similar” cases for analysis. For example, in an article titled “The Peculiar Mania Which Drives Some Women to Adopt the Clothes of Men,” the Washington Post reported that women “masquerading” as men often had rather innocent origins, and that “perhaps the underlying sentiment with the majority of them is the desire to ‘see how it seems’ to look upon the world as nearly as possible from a man’s standpoint.”48 While this interpretation cast cross-dressing as rather innocent (and arguably “natural”), the paper was quick to point out that not all Americans were as likely to experiment with gender expression. Under the subheading “Negroes Constant Offenders” the Post reported, “Negroes are frequent offenders, the police say, but owing to the peculiarities of the negro’s physical construction the officers have difficulty in distinguishing a man from a woman when both are dressed alike, unless the opportunity is exceptionally good—another case of all colored peopled looking alike.”49 This crude logic exposes the ways that race and gender are co-constitutive, and highlights how normative expectations of gender are conceived relative to native-born, white, middle-class bodies. Furthermore, the Post quote illustrates the ways that people of color were imagined as being “constant offenders” in terms of gender and sexuality.

“Senor Ralphero E. Kerwineo”

Similar connections between gender transgressions, race, and foreignness can be seen in the national coverage surrounding the case of Ralph Kerwineo in 1914.50 Born Cora Anderson in Kendallville, Indiana, in 1876 to an African American father and a mixed-race mother, Kerwineo attracted widespread attention when his arrest in Milwaukee in 1914 prompted the revelation of his “true sex.”51 Kerwineo had been living in Milwaukee since at least 1906 as husband to a woman named Mamie White.52 Apparently, no one suspected that anything was unusual with the couple, and they lived happily as man and wife until early 1914, when Kerwineo strayed from the path of normative respectability. He began staying out late at night, and eventually he left Mamie White for another woman, Dorothy Kleinowski, whom he legally married on March 24, 1914.53 White was upset by this new arrangement and retaliated by reporting Kerwineo’s “true sex” to the Milwaukee police—a revelation that resulted in Kerwineo’s arrest and a maelstrom of newspaper attention from the local Milwaukee press as well as newspapers across the country. As with Nicolai De Raylan, national newspapers produced Kerwineo as a threat to the nation not by using the sexological discourses of sexual and gender deviance, but through his purported foreignness.
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Figure 4.3. Ralph Kerwineo, 1914. Image from the Milwaukee Journal.

Throughout his time in Milwaukee, Kerwineo consistently represented himself as South American (often Bolivian) of Spanish ancestry, and occasionally stated that his first name was “Ralphero.” These racial performances were seemingly conducted as a means of fitting in with the city’s “new immigrants” and distancing himself from the much-maligned African American community. This strategy was perhaps possible in large part due to the unique racial makeup of Milwaukee. At the turn of the century the city had a very small black population, but it also had a large number of immigrants who were considered “not quite white.” For these demographic reasons, Milwaukee provided a unique space for racial passing.54 Kerwineo’s strategy was apparently successful; whereas the 1880 and 1900 federal censuses marked Kerwineo (a.k.a. Cora Anderson) as black, “Ralph Kerwinies” (reportedly born in Spain) appears on the 1910 federal census as white.55 Additionally, he was able to rent a home in the city’s tenth ward, a neighborhood populated by mostly native whites, and secure a position as a clerk for the Cutler-Hammer company, whereas the majority of the city’s black men worked as domestic servants.56 However, once Kerwineo’s “true sex” was uncovered, the identity of “Ralphero Kerwineo” was a liability in the national press, not the asset it had been in his years living in Milwaukee.

Significantly, Kerwineo’s arrest occurred amid the Mexican Revolution and the six-month occupation of the port city of Vera Cruz by U.S. troops.57 The front pages of newspapers nationwide were awash with headlines describing Mexican atrocities and the dangers that existed south of the U.S.-Mexico border, and the necessity to shore up the border was often articulated through the need to protect white women from dangerous Mexican men.58 In this context, Kerwineo’s carefully constructed identity of “Ralphero” had the potential not of helping him blend in, but of making him stand out as a dangerous deviant. Even Mamie White, Kerwineo’s first wife, seemed cognizant of this shift. As she explained to the Milwaukee Journal, “The reason she [Kerwineo] pretended to be a South American was because the people of that country have soft ways and effeminate mannerisms, and she thought that was the best way to get along. Our dark skins helped that story.”59 In explaining Kerwineo’s “masquerade” she mobilized tropes of racialized gender deviance, a move that illustrates how pervasive such narratives were in the early twentieth century. However, once the story circulated onto the national stage, journalists were no longer interested in clarifying Kerwineo’s national identity, and instead pounced on the idea that he was a foreigner in order to highlight his alleged trespasses into U.S. citizenship rights, such as the right to marry.
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Figure 4.4. Ralph Kerwineo as depicted in the Washington Post, 1914.

For example, throughout the Washington Post’s coverage, and especially when discussing Kerwineo’s relationships with women, the paper referred to him as “señor.”60 Given the context of the Mexican Revolution, it seems very likely that readers understood the Post’s use of term “señor” as a signifier of Kerwineo’s status as a foreign contagion, an individual unqualified for citizenship rights such as marriage. Furthermore, given that non-Anglo bodies were frequently produced as dangerous due to their “naturally” deviant gender or sexuality in the early twentieth century, the term also served to naturalize the descriptions of Kerwineo’s purported sexual deviance. Thus the Post’s repeated iteration of the term “señor” conveyed the message that Kerwineo’s racial/national identity was implicated in his queer embodiment, sexual deviance, and adulterous behavior.

However, the paper’s framing was not just narrative but also visual; three images accompanied the text of the article, each of which reminded the reader that Kerwineo was a dangerous, nonwhite individual who should not be trusted. Along the left-hand side of the page was a photo of Kerwineo, dressed in a three-piece suit and bowler hat. The full-length shot allowed readers to see not only his full suit but also his relaxed stance with his hand in his pocket. Underneath the photo was a caption reading “ ‘SENOR RALPHERO E. KERWINEO.’ Cora Anderson, the Milwaukee girl who posed as a man, and whose ‘marriage’ to Dorothy Kleinowski aroused the jealousy of a third girl.”61 The danger posed by Kerwineo’s figure was dramatized by the use of the word “senor”—reminding the reader of Kerwineo’s nonwhiteness—and through references to Kerwineo’s queer embodiment and likely sexual deviance. These dangers were brought home to the reader by a second image: opposite Kerwineo was a closely framed photo of Dorothy Kleinowski, whose dejected gaze directly confronted the reader. Unlike Kerwineo, whose stance was relaxed and nonchalant, Kleinowski’s face glances pleadingly at the reader, soliciting sympathy for the pain Kerwineo caused her. For his part, Kerwineo stands opposite, unflinching. This positioning was no doubt deliberate; it suggests that Kerwineo was dangerous not only because of his nonwhiteness and his gender deviance, but also, more seriously, because of the threat he posed to white women.
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Figure 4.5. Cartoon depicting Ralph Kerwineo behind bars, which appeared in the Washington Post, 1914.

The Post did not stop there. At the bottom of the page was a two-panel cartoon that depicted Kerwineo behind bars at the Milwaukee Police Station. These images are crucial to understanding the intent behind the Washington Post’s portrayal of Kerwineo. Commissioning an artist to draw Kerwineo afforded the paper’s editors with the freedom to depict him however they saw fit, and also without reference to the reality unfolding in Milwaukee. The fact that the paper chose to depict Kerwineo behind bars must be seen as a deliberate move to signify his deviance, as by the time the images were published Kerwineo had already gone on trial and been released without charge. Rather than include those details, however, the Post suspended its narrative at the moment of Kerwineo’s arrest, thus casting him as naturally deviant. Additionally, in the cartoon, the Post depicted Kerwineo still wearing the suit that lead to his arrest, and performing two activities closely associated with masculinity: smoking and shaving. Importantly, neither of these details is accurate: once Kerwineo was placed in police custody he was provided with “proper” clothes, and the Evening Wisconsin reported that he refused a box of cigarettes when they were offered as a means of wiling away the time, allegedly explaining, “Cigarettes went out of my life with my masculine role … It is now chocolate and lady fingers for me.”62 However, depicting Kerwineo behind bars, relaxing with a cigarette while lounging in his suit, suggested to readers that he was not only defiant in his deviance (just as he appeared in the photograph above), but that he was invested in keeping up his masculine appearance (through shaving) even when confined within a jail cell. Furthermore, it seems that the activities of shaving and smoking are used to ridicule Kerwineo. In the first image, the configuration of shaving cream gives him the appearance of a clown; in the second image, the way his cigarette smoke refuses to be contained in his cell suggests that Kerwineo was intruding on public space, even when confined in jail. The images also provide the viewer with a similar experience to viewing an exhibition at a freak show—a parallel which likely brought home to readers that Kerwineo was not a sympathetic subject to whom they should relate, but rather a spectacle at whom they should gawk.63 In all these ways, Kerwineo was cast as a disposable body, worthy of neglect. As Ruth Wilson Gilmore has written, “Through forcefully twinned processes of articulation and abstraction, lived narratives of difference become singularly dramatized as modalities of antagonism, whose form of embodied appearance is the overdetermined (racialized, gendered, nationalized, criminal) enemy.”64 Through these processes, certain bodies are marked as always already deviant, and in opposition to civil society. Thus the Post did not need to cover Kerwineo’s actual trial, as the verdict was already clear.

As the Post’s images highlighted, one of the biggest tragedies of Kerwineo’s case was the victimization of a white woman. While she played a relatively small role in local newspaper narratives, Dorothy Kleinowski was central to national accounts. In fact, on the national scale, the most frequently interviewed person was Kleinowski.65 This trend is particularly evident in Idah McGlone Gibson’s two-part series on Kerwineo, which was syndicated by the Newspaper Enterprise Association and appeared in many newspapers nationwide. While Kleinowski’s identity as the daughter of Polish immigrants rendered her less “white” than her Anglo-Saxon counterparts within early twentieth-century understandings of race, Gibson “whitened” Kleinowski’s image by making no mention of her eastern European heritage, repeatedly referring to her with phrases like “poor little Dorothy” or “the pretty little blonde girl,” and rarely mentioning her last name.66 Racialized in this way, Kleinowski could better play the role of the “normal” white woman who was most often cast in nationalizing narratives as the victim of sexual deviants.67

Whereas the few interviews Kleinowski provided to the Milwaukee press served to reassure readers that she was not broken up about the revelation of Kerwineo’s biological sex, sensational accounts on the national scale portrayed her as thoroughly dejected. In the second article in the series, Gibson quoted Kleinowski as saying, “ ‘My heart was almost broken when I found out that Ralph was really a woman … He was bigger to me than any man could be,’ she went on through her tears, ‘He did not ask anything of me only to be happy … I love him.’ ”68 In contrast to the brokenhearted Kleinowski, Gibson portrayed Kerwineo as a hardened criminal who had blatantly taken advantage of “poor little Dorothy.” When asked if he was sorry that he dressed as a man for so many years, he answered, “Why should I be?” and explained that he married Kleinowski because his “vanity was touched” when he discovered that she had fallen in love with him.69 In this way, Kerwineo was cast as deceptive predator, a categorization that was aided by the invocation of racialized tropes of the sexual danger posed by nonwhite bodies. Gibson wrote, “The profile of Miss Anderson is such as you see on old Egyptian and Roman coins, and her skin is of the copper tint, which shows the trace of Indian blood. Her hands and feet are small; her hair, as the little blond girl who was married to her put it, ‘is black, blue black, a lovely color.’ ”70 Significantly, in the midst of her description of Kerwineo’s body, Gibson reminded the reader of Kleinowski’s whiteness. However, Gibson did not merely insert a reference to Kleinowski’s whiteness; she also asserted Kleinowski’s attraction to Kerwineo’s “blue black” hair, thereby linking his nonwhiteness to his ability to attract the affections of “normal” white women, implicating his racial identity with his sexual deviance, and positioning him as a threat to white men. Furthermore, in Gibson’s account, Kerwineo’s indigeneity was portrayed as a marker that indicated he was more closely connected to societies infamous for their licentiousness, such as ancient Egypt and Rome, rather than to the “modern” United States, thereby naturalizing his deviant sexuality by producing him as a “foreign” threat to “normal” white women like “poor little Dorothy.”71 Thus reliant on nationalizing narratives that connected nonwhiteness, homosexuality, and gender deviance, Kerwineo’s guilt was never questioned in national newspapers.

However, the coverage of Kerwineo’s story on the local level was far more forgiving, and local journalists were far less apt to interpret Kerwineo’s body as inherently or definitively a foreign contagion. Indeed, for people in Milwaukee, Kerwineo was not a foreign contagion; he was a neighbor, coworker, or friend and was treated in the press as such. The same structures of familiarity that insulated Willie Ray from being ostracized after his “true sex” was revealed in a Booneville, Mississippi, courtroom in 1911 protected Ralph Kerwineo in 1914.

One of the ways Kerwineo was “domesticated” in the local press was through a clarification of his racial and national identity. Whereas the national press never questioned Kerwineo’s foreignness (as evidenced by the Washington Post’s insistence on using the term “senor” to refer to him) or mobilized his racial ambiguity to associate him with ancient civilizations, the Milwaukee press allowed space for Kerwineo and his first wife, Mamie White, to explain their identities. Interestingly, just as the pair had utilized their racial ambiguity to blend into the milieu of new immigrants prior to the revelation of Kerwineo’s “true sex,” White continued to explain their identities. In the Evening Wisconsin, for example, White stated, “He is an Indian, of mixed Pottawatomie and Cherokee blood … I, too, am part Indian.”72 White provided a similar quote to the Milwaukee Journal, explaining that Kerwineo “is Potawatomie-Cherokee Indian, though only a half-breed.”73 Stating that Kerwineo was “only a half-breed” while she herself was “part Indian” provided an explanation for their dark skins. This explanation assured readers that they were not African Americans, Milwaukee’s most maligned population, nor were they foreign, as “Ralphero” had occasionally stated previously.74

Of course, to understand the implications of this positioning, the context of settler colonialism is crucial. For much of U.S. history, the state has viewed Native people as queer because their kinship practices, residence patterns, and sex/gender systems often looked quite different from Western family structures, which have been based around ideologies of heterosexual binarism, private land/home ownership, and monogamous marriage.75 It should be no surprise, then, that Native acceptance into the folds of U.S. citizenship has often been contingent on abandoning traditional forms of kinship, a process Mark Rifkin has called “the bribe of straightness.”76 By 1914, the bloody wars of conquest that had characterized much of the engagement between the United States and indigenous peoples in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were over, and therefore indigenous peoples represented a decreasing threat to the racial order of the nation (especially in contrast to African Americans, who were migrating to northern cities in record numbers, thereby posing an increasing threat). The characteristics that made Native people queer were seen as mutable (rather than inborn, like the inferiority of African Americans), and thereby subject to change through an investment in state-supported heteropatriarchy.77 Thus, once Mamie White clarified that both she and Kerwineo were Native, the local press did not assume deviance, and instead called on state officials for an evaluation of their legitimacy as potential citizens—and thereby an assessment of their sexual normativity. Luckily for both Kerwineo and White, Milwaukee law officials were sympathetic to their story and cast them as respectable members of the community.

For example, the Milwaukee Journal interviewed Milwaukee Police Captain Sullivan, who characterized his interaction with White in wholly positive terms. He told the paper, “No woman ever came into my office who could use better English, or was apparently more refined than ‘Mrs. Kerwineo,’ and from my investigation, I believe that they are stating the truth when they say the only reason they set out upon this adventure was an economical one. They are not morally perverted in any way. I am convinced.”78 Sullivan cast White and Kerwineo as productive citizens (in contrast to “backward” Native peoples), a categorization that inherently denied the possibility of either party being sexually deviant. In this way, Sullivan’s testimony published in the Journal operated as what queer theorist Sara Ahmed has referred to as a “straightening device,” a production that brought their bodies in line with norms of heterosexuality and U.S. citizenship (or at least community belonging) more broadly.79 It is likely that White was aware of the implications of her performance of respectability, just as Kerwineo was aware of the impact of his passing as the Spanish “Ralphero” during the years prior to his arrest. This racial positioning had the impact of both nullifying the suggestion of sexual deviance and carving out a nonwhite identity that was as unthreatening as possible.

These strategies had tangible benefits for Kerwineo and White, as both were depicted in the local press as “civilized” people of color. As such, their sexual deviance was not assumed by the local press or the citizens of Milwaukee more broadly; at no point in the local coverage did Kerwineo’s gender deviance appear to be an indication of sexual deviance, and he was given multiple opportunities to explain his actions.80 Importantly, Kerwineo’s assertion that his marriage was completely conventional was supported in the local press by testimonials from members of the community. For example, on May 5, 1914, the Evening Wisconsin interviewed Joseph Traudt, one of Kerwineo’s neighbors, who assured the paper that the couple was well respected in the neighborhood. As an example, Traudt told the paper, “After having seen the ‘husband’ help his ‘wife’ across a muddy street my mother said to me: ‘How nice he is to his wife.’ ”81 In this way, Kerwineo’s living arrangements, which initially might have appeared unusual, were produced as understandable and perhaps even laudable. Additionally, he was depicted as a hard worker; his former boss at the Cutler-Hammer company told the Evening Wisconsin that Kerwineo was far more efficient than anyone he had previously hired in his position, justifying a raise from twenty-five to sixty dollars a month.82

When Kerwineo was ultimately put on trial for disorderly conduct, the local coverage of the trial made it clear that Kerwineo was innocent. The Journal, Sentinel, and Evening Wisconsin each published extensive testimony from Kerwineo himself and individuals speaking on his behalf. The Sentinel described Kerwineo’s testimony as follows: “Answering questions put to her quietly and with the dignity of a refined, well-bred woman, the girl-man told the judge why she donned male attire. She said it was for the purpose of leading a clean life and to better herself financially.”83 Similarly, in describing Judge Page’s decision to drop all charges against Kerwineo, the Evening Wisconsin stated that the judge was convinced that Kerwineo “adopted the disguise for moral and financial reasons and led an exemplary life while posing as a man, had never made overtures to others to do wrong and had innocently induced Miss Kleinowski into a mock marriage.”84 Judge Page’s acceptance of the economic motivation behind Kerwineo’s queer embodiment helped to produce Kerwineo’s body as worthy of social membership, given the dominant connections between economic productivity and sexual normativity. As Margot Canaday has observed, immigration officials in the early twentieth century often relied on the “likely to become a public charge” clause in the immigration law as a way of excluding or deporting aliens suspected of sexual perversion, illustrative, in part, of “a Progressive-era association between poverty and immorality.”85

Testimony in the local press from not just Kerwineo but also law officials and those who knew him as a man assured the Milwaukee public that Kerwineo’s life in men’s clothing was entirely normative and respectable—not queer. Indeed, if he had told the press that he was romantically interested in both women in his life, or that he could not imagine a life in women’s clothing, the local press likely would have been less sympathetic, as his story would have violated the social norms in a profound way. Instead, Kerwineo took great pains to portray himself as an indigenous person who had wholly embraced the lessons of economic productivity and heteronormativity, and had gotten ensnared in gender deviance simply because of his overzealous desire to be a productive citizen. The local press was willing to accept this explanation and offer support for it.

However, the dissonance between local and national narratives surrounding Ralph Kerwineo illustrate that the structure of familiarity could not insulate trans men ad infinitum, nor could it inoculate trans men—particularly noncitizens or men of color—from being rendered pathological on the national scale. Specifically, journalists in national newspapers like the New York World or the Washington Post were not interested in publishing accounts of how well Kerwineo treated his wife or how hard a worker he was. Instead, they were more interested in publishing stories that fit within established plotlines that linked nonwhiteness/foreignness with sexual deviance and danger. Tellingly, these national narratives made no mention of sexology. Even in 1914, two decades after the figure of the “female invert” first emerged in the mass-circulation press, journalists utilized foreignness more readily than sexological theories to depict gender/sexual deviance. This trend continued well into the twentieth century, as illustrated by the case of Peter Stratford, another trans man whose death in 1929 prompted extended discussion in newspapers nationwide about non-Western religion and deviant sexuality.

“Masquerader Was Member of S.F. Cult”

Peter Stratford was born Deresley Morton in New Zealand around 1879. While the details of his early life are unclear, it is evident that by 1910 he had immigrated to the United States and was living in New York City. At that point, he was still living as a woman and was sharing an apartment with another woman, Jenie Nawn.86 At some point after 1910 he began living as Peter Stratford, and by 1918 he had moved in with Nawn’s family in Hillsdale, New Jersey.87 During World War I Stratford worked as a temporary clerk in a U.S. Army medical supply depot, where he oversaw shipments to the Panama Canal. Although he proved himself an exceedingly valuable employee, Stratford could not be hired permanently because he was not a U.S. citizen (and thereby ineligible to take the civil service exam); thus he was forced to resign this position in April 1919.88

At some point during the early 1920s Stratford began corresponding with a woman named Elizabeth Rowland from the Unity Metaphysical Center in Kansas City, Missouri. The center, which had been founded in 1881 as part of the New Thought Movement, offered a mail service to help those in need of spiritual healing.89 Stratford, who was in poor health, may have initially written to the center to access the service, but once his correspondence with Rowland began he developed an emotional attachment to her. In 1925 he traveled to Kansas City to propose, and the couple was married in October of that year.90 Stratford and Rowland eventually moved to California together, and by the late 1920s they were living in a hotel in the town of Niles. While the exact nature of their relationship is unknown, it was revealed after his death that Stratford maintained romantic correspondence with at least one other woman (Alma Thompson) during his marriage to Rowland.

While Ralph Kerwineo’s story was discussed sympathetically on the local level because he was perceived to have lived as a “good man,” the local press could find nothing redeeming in Peter Stratford’s story. He was portrayed as an outsider—there were frequent references to the fact that he was living out of a trunk in a hotel room at the time of his death—with no connections to the local community, aside from a string of extramarital affairs and his “strange” religion. Indeed, at some point during Stratford’s stay in California he became involved with Sufism, an Islamic form of mysticism that had gained a small following among artistic white elites in California in the 1920s.91 The local and national press latched onto this aspect of Stratford’s story and used it to cast him as a pathological individual who threatened the nation because his participation with “Oriental” religion was anti-American, and doubly so because he allegedly deployed the tenets of Sufism to woo innocent white women—particularly women who were not his wife.

Newspapers—both local and national—made much of the fact that investigators found over three hundred love letters to and from various women in Stratford’s belongings. Several California papers, including the Oakland Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, the San Francisco Examiner, and the Los Angeles Evening Herald, published long excerpts of Stratford’s love letters that served to highlight his infidelities and his participation in Sufism.92 The San Francisco Examiner wrote, “A strange mixture of love, religion and Oriental philosophy was found yesterday in the letters of ‘Peter Stratford.’ ”93 Indeed, positioning Sufism as a cult, the paper went on to quote several of the letters from Stratford to his alleged mistress, Alma Thompson, wherein purportedly the “full philosophy of the cult” was explained: “ ‘Peter’ addresses Alma as ‘Flower of God’s love—dream of my soul since the world began.’ And telling her: ‘I recognize the Vast Immeasurable through you. It is because of our union. There is the vast circle in your consciousness, lacking one little segment to complete it. This tiny fragment is my soul, set in place to close the circle.’ ”94 Such excerpts not only highlighted Stratford’s “weird” religious beliefs but also served to suggest a connection between Stratford’s religion and his deviant sexuality. Significantly, this linkage was wrought through “Oriental philosophy,” and thus the threat posed by Stratford’s sexual deviance was produced through racialized tropes. The frequent deployment of the term “Oriental” in the local (and national) newspaper coverage of Stratford’s case helped to produce his story as a morality tale about the “yellow peril” that threatened the nation, its familial structures, and its racial purity.95

Local papers did not merely rely on the letters to speak for themselves; they also described the letters in their own words to make clear the connections between sexual deviance and “foreign” influence. In each of these instances, papers relied on Orientalist notions of the East as a space of sexual excess and deviance, and mobilized the notion of the “Orient” as a framework through which to understand Stratford’s sexual deviance. The San Francisco Chronicle, for example, reported, “Mystic creeds imported from the exotic land of Buddha weave their nebulous tendrils about the life of the woman originally called Deresley Morton, when she came here from Australia many years ago. Divine healing and passionate declarations of love are found side by side in the records of many letters ‘Peter’ left behind when she was taken to the hospital from a room in the Belvoir Hotel, Niles.”96 In this account, Stratford’s expressions of love are depicted as being inextricable from his devotion to Sufism; in fact, his body is portrayed as being physically within the hold of “mystic creeds imported from the exotic land of Buddha.”

This connection was emphasized throughout the California coverage of Stratford’s case. The Los Angeles Times, for example, characterized the letters written between Stratford and Alma Thompson as “mystically ardent, a mixture of oriental religious symbolism and poetically expressed affection.”97 Similarly, in an articled titled “Masquerader Was Member of S.F. Cult,” the San Francisco Examiner reported that the letters revealed that Stratford’s courtship of Rowland was “conducted … under the occult ritual of the sect that is ruled by ‘Murschilda’ here,” while the San Francisco Chronicle and the Modesto News-Herald both reported that the pair’s marriage was “performed according to the weird ritual of the cult.”98 The San Francisco Examiner brought things full circle when they reported that Stratford’s death had led to the discovery of “a number of affectionate letters exchanged between [Alma Thompson], ‘Stratford’ and Mrs. Rowland.”99 In these narratives, Sufism was cast not only as a vehicle through which Stratford expressed his nonnormative sexuality, but also as the means through which Thompson and Rowland in turn expressed their desire for Stratford and for each other. The “Oriental” religion was the polluting influence that threatened the sexual purity of the nation.

This narrative can most clearly be seen in articles published in newspapers owned by William Randolph Hearst—a trend that illustrates the impact of the consolidation of the nation’s newspaper industry in the 1920s. This narrative appeared in Hearst newspapers nationwide and was disseminated through Hearst’s wire agency, Universal Service. For example, in an article titled “Belief in Oriental Cult Led Woman to Pose as Husband,” the New York American reported that “judging from the sheaf of letters found today, ‘he’ carried on a voluminous correspondence with other women—members of disciples of Sufism, mystics and dabblers in cultism.”100

Indeed, within the Hearst newspaper chain, Stratford morphed from a mere follower of Sufism to a leader of a “mystic” cult whose devoted included not only Rowland and Thompson but many other women. In an article titled “6 Women Face Hoax Inquiry,” the San Francisco Examiner reported, “The relations of half a dozen or more women with ‘Stratford’ and the strange cult she apparently headed while posing as a man were being checked tonight.” Unfortunately for the reporting journalists, the women had apparently gone into hiding and could not be located to provide further comment.101 While it seems likely that the real reason the other women could not be found was that there were no other women, their alleged disappearance aided the Hearst papers’ attempt to cast Stratford’s “cult” as a secretive and underground organization. According to this narrative, members of the cult were willing to do whatever it took to protect the organization’s “secrets.” For example, on May 5, 1929, the Los Angeles Examiner reported that Rowland fled to San Diego, allegedly exclaiming, “I must protect the cult!”102

Whereas other papers ended their coverage of Stratford’s case with his burial, the Hearst papers remained vigilant, moving on to suggest that Stratford’s death had uncovered a vast international conspiracy to promote gender deviance. In an article titled “Masquerader Cult Hunted” the Los Angeles Examiner stated, “With ‘Peter Stratford,’ strange man-woman and dual personality, resting in a pauper’s grave at Oakland, authorities yesterday were preparing a possible investigation into reports that an international cult sponsored such personalities.”103 The San Francisco Examiner similarly suggested that Stratford’s death had revealed “startling disclosures” that “might lead to Nationwide investigation of strange cults with which she is said to have been identified—cults that sponsored ‘dual personalities.’ ”104 Thus relying on Orientalist notions of sexual deviance, the Hearst newspapers in California used Stratford’s story to suggest a real and present danger that could not be buried with Stratford’s body.

Importantly, this characterization falls in line with a trend evident in many Hearst newspapers in the early twentieth century. The era witnessed increased interest in alternative religions in the United States, particularly in California, and these “cults,” as they were often referred to, provided the Hearst newspaper chain with tremendous fodder for scandal. As the Stratford case illustrates, fears about cults were often dramatized through discussions of deviant sexuality and racialized conceptions of danger. As Philip Jenkins has written, “In the first quarter of the century, religious cults were one of the very few areas of life in which whites, especially white women, would regularly defer to the authority of Asian leaders. Racist concerns about this authority were expressed in sexual terms. American women were said to be particularly vulnerable to the exotic enticements of Asian mysticism. Gullible women were thus reopening the gates of paganism.”105 Thus discussions of the Stratford case in the Hearst newspapers (particularly the San Francisco Examiner, Los Angeles Examiner, and New York American) are emblematic of an increasingly common narrative that dramatized the danger of cults by focusing on their purported (sexual) allure to otherwise “normal” white women.

As the story traveled out of California and onto the pages of newspapers nationwide, journalists and editors remained interested in using Sufism as a means to pathologize Stratford, but they also placed their own spin on the story. Both the Associated Press and United Press wire services released accounts that focused on Elizabeth Rowland. Unlike local narratives—which had produced Rowland as an individual who had embraced the teachings of Stratford’s strange “cult” and was therefore an equally dangerous threat to the nation—newspapers outside California most frequently described Rowland as an innocent victim of Stratford’s malicious and pathological actions. This strategy—focusing on the white women who purportedly were the “victims” of trans men’s deception—should sound very familiar, as it was the same one used by the national press in their discussions of Nicolai De Raylan and Ralph Kerwineo.

In order for Rowland to appear blameless, however, newspapers first had to address the questions surrounding her involvement in the case. Whereas local newspapers depicted Rowland as a “mysterious figure in the movie colony,” on the national scale Rowland was most often produced as a “normal” white, heterosexual, middle-class woman—precisely the type of woman that could symbolize the nation.106 The Chicago Tribune, for example, explained that Rowland “has a son in college in Kansas City,” which it then describes as the place “where she was married to Stratford in 1925.”107 By thus alluding to Rowland’s previous marriage to a man, and her status as a mother of a son who was in college, the Tribune articulated her life course in line with reproductive futurity, a narrative device vital to her portrayal as the innocent victim. Additionally, the Tribune made it clear that Rowland was gainfully employed, and described her as “a personable woman with clear features, hazel eyes and above medium height.”108 Establishing Rowland’s identity as a “normal,” white, middle-class woman, newspapers such as the Chicago Tribune created a sympathetic figure to whom readers could relate, and with whose victimization they would sympathize, just as national newspapers had done with Dorothy Kleinowski when recounting Ralph Kerwineo’s story.

In national accounts, Rowland emerged as the primary speaking subject. In contrast to Stratford, whose death not only revealed his “true sex” but also rendered him unable to speak for himself, Rowland’s statements appeared frequently in Associated Press coverage. In papers such as Wisconsin’s Appleton Post-Crescent, Texas’s Galveston Daily News, and Maryland’s Cumberland Evening Times, Rowland offered explanations that clarified her involvement in the case and highlighted her good nature and sexual propriety. She explained that she was introduced to Stratford while working at the Unity School in Kansas City, where she “found a letter asking prayer [sic] for a man by the name of Peter Stratford who lived at Hillsdale, N.J.” The two corresponded for some time, and although she stated that she was initially quite impressed by Stratford’s literary capacity, Rowland admitted that she felt pressured to maintain correspondence, explaining, “My letters to ‘him’ also seemed to be the very breath of life and often became a very great burden to me, because if I neglected to write, ‘his’ health was apparently affected.” Rowland reported that after some time Stratford proposed marriage, and she felt obligated to say yes “because of ‘his’ pitiful condition.” Thus Rowland clarified that she married Stratford solely because of her empathetic nature—not because of the allure of his “strange” religious beliefs or her sexual attraction to him. In fact, Rowland further clarified her sexual normality by explaining that, as a divorcée, she never intended to pursue a sexual relationship with another man—a stipulation she had made clear to Stratford prior to his proposal.109 In these ways, Rowland characterized her initial contact with Stratford as completely innocent, and legitimized her marriage by stating that it was motivated by her caring nature, an explanation that was significant given that on the surface her marriage to Stratford may have seemed to indicate her sexual impropriety.

However, in the national press, Elizabeth Rowland was not the only innocent victim of Peter Stratford’s dangerous behavior. While the California press cast Alma Thompson as the deviant mistress who shared Stratford’s interest in “weird” religion, the national press more often cast Thompson as another innocent white victim of Stratford’s deviant sexuality—a sexuality that manifested itself through Stratford’s “strange” religious beliefs. Indeed, the New York World and New York Times both reported that “other letters to a woman in Los Angeles, addressed only as ‘Alma,’ revealed Peter’s love for her as based on the tenets of the Sufi cult.”110 When Thompson explained her story in the Billings Gazette, she made it clear she did not share Stratford’s affinity for Sufism; in fact, she claimed she was frightened by Stratford’s mystical advances: “Peter wrote that he had seen me in his dreams and he knew exactly what I looked like … letters in this vein continued and I grew frightened, and falling into the strange language of his cults [I] told him I had received distinct orders to cease correspondence.”111 In this narrative Thompson casts herself not as a guilty mistress, but as another innocent victim of Stratford’s deviant sexuality. Any suggestion of Thompson’s sexual impropriety is cleared up by her explanation that she never met Stratford in person, and that she cut off communication once his letters took a “mystic” turn.

In the national narratives of Stratford’s death, Sufism was invoked as a means to dramatize his danger to the nation. Indeed, the AP newswire reproduced in numerous papers nationwide described Stratford as a “personality deeply immersed in the lore of Sufism, a cult which centuries ago arose as the fundamentalist faction of Mohammedanism,” and also highlighted Stratford’s identity as an immigrant from New Zealand.112 In this way, Stratford’s whiteness was depicted as precarious, as he was both an immigrant and “deeply immersed in the lore of Sufism.” Even more dangerous to the nation was the equivalence created between Stratford’s sexual desire and his “cultish” religion practices, which highlights the correlation between the regulation of immigration and sexuality. As Lauren Berlant has argued, “Immigration discourse is a central technology for the reproduction of patriotic nationalism: not just because the immigrant is seen as without a nation or resources and thus as deserving of pity or contempt, but because the immigrant is defined as someone who desires America.”113 This desire can be productively used, but when immigrant bodies are perceived to convey nonnormative sexuality this desire is viewed by the general public and the U.S. government as pathological. Thus, in national narratives, Elizabeth Rowland and Alma Thompson, as middle-class, heterosexual, white women, represented the imagined national public, and their victimization highlighted the danger individuals such as Stratford posed to the nation.

One way local and national narratives of Stratford’s death coincided was in their representation of Stratford’s burial. Virtually all accounts (even those that published few other details on Stratford’s life) provided an in-depth description of Stratford’s desolate interment. The Washington Post, for example, portrayed the event as attended only by the “morbidly curious,” who witnessed Stratford’s burial in a “weed-grown, wind-swept potters’ field with only a nameless, scrawny, wooden stake for a marker.”114 Newspapers nationwide used the fact that Stratford was buried in a potter’s field to symbolize his deviance. Indeed, the term “potter’s field” appeared again and again in descriptions of Stratford’s burial. It is important to note that the term was not a reference to a specific burial ground but rather was deployed as a signifier of non-belonging. “Potter’s field” is biblical in origin: in the New Testament, Hebrew priests used the silver offered by Judas upon repentance and “bought with them the potter’s field, to bury strangers in.”115 Thus the use of “potter’s field” exposes the coding that links morality, nationalism, and heterosexuality in opposition to immigrants, homosexuals, and other queer individuals.

Other accounts of Stratford’s burial did not rely simply on the term “potter’s field” to convey the image of desolation, and provided a more detailed description of the unkempt field wherein Stratford was laid to rest. The San Francisco Examiner, for example, described the “jumbled weeds” that were “torn aside” so that Stratford’s “crude wooden casket” could be buried, while the Oakland Tribune made it clear that the only two witnesses to the burial were “Andy Anderson, a grave digger, and Joe Saul, an undertaker’s assistant.”116 Similarly, an Associated Press article that appeared in at least a dozen papers nationwide opened as follows: “A grave in Potter’s field yawned today for ‘Peter Stratford,’ a woman who for years masqueraded as a man, married another woman and worked at jobs varying all the way from heavy manual labor to writing critical essays. No one claimed the body.”117 Stratford was cast as a deceptive individual whose life was so unworthy of ceremony that even his grave was unimpressed by his remains.

Fundamental to this representation of Stratford as a queer outsider was his foreignness: he did not belong to any community (aside from his “cult”), and did not contribute in a positive manner to any community either. Indeed, it was not simply Stratford’s queer embodiment that rendered him queer, but his supposed victimization of white women and his participation in “weird” religious practices. Stratford was figured similarly to the ways Lee Edelman has argued today’s queers are figured in politics: “The queer comes to figure the bar to every realization of futurity, the resistance, internal to the social, to every social structure or form.”118 Indeed, newspapers highlighted the fact that Stratford’s body had lain unclaimed for several days before its burial, and that attempts to locate his family in New Zealand had proved fruitless, in order to highlight his status as a queer individual who was unwelcome by his local community and his family abroad. Thus Stratford was buried apart not only from friends and family, but also from the boundaries of social membership, and it was this positioning that seemingly rendered Stratford’s life (and death) particularly lonely.

Conclusion

As this chapter has shown, newspapers throughout the early twentieth century found that foreignness was a convenient means to pathologize nonnormative gender and sexual formations. Foreignness provided a framework for national newspapers to produce gender transgressions as wholly un-American. Queer embodiment in and of itself was not enough for newspapers to interpret one’s presence as a threat. Rather, the threat was determined by the perceived combination of gender, race, nation, and sexuality—with race and nation playing a bigger role than gender and sexuality well into the twentieth century.

Perceptions of one’s body were by no means stable, and were deeply dependent on the local and global sociopolitical context. For example, Jack Garland’s queer body was produced in the national press as an asset to the nation while he pledged his allegiance to the imperial project of the Philippine-American War; however, he was seen as a potential threat to the nation in the midst of World War I, when his queer body elicited suspicion that he might be a German spy. This dramatic shift illustrates the precarious position in which trans men found themselves: their gender variance rendered them susceptible to suspicion, and they had to constantly prove their trustworthiness to their communities. As the response to Jack Garland and Ralph Kerwineo illustrates, local communities were willing to be persuaded of their queer neighbors acceptability, provided those neighbors could prove their allegiance to the nation or show a history of respect for the institution of marriage and/or heteronormativity. However, once the stories circulated beyond the local context, both individuals were treated less as community members than as threats to the community. The structure of familiarity was stripped away, and both stories were distilled down to binaries that suggested the individuals in question were dangerous, deviant, and un-American. The distinction between the local and national narratives in these cases suggests how precarious the survival of trans men of color was in the early twentieth century—how easy it was for newspaper editors to erase their voices and replace their carefully constructed explanations with tropes of belonging that rendered them deviant outsiders because of their purported foreignness.

Of course, it was all the more possible for newspaper editors to erase the voices of trans men after their death: even the local papers cast Nicolai De Raylan and Peter Stratford as deviant outsiders. The stories of De Raylan, a Russian immigrant with purported connections to revolutionary activities in his home country, and Peter Stratford, a New Zealand immigrant with connections to the Islamic sect of Sufism, were distilled to stories in which their gender deviance was connected to their “foreign” identity. Their supposed “masquerade” as men was produced as the primary example of how they could not be trusted and could never be part of their communities because they were essentially, and at their core, outsiders. These stories are, therefore, powerful reminders of the power of whiteness and national belonging in rendering queerness unexceptional, another benefit in the long list of privileges white individuals enjoy but historians seldom acknowledge.





 

5

To Have and to Hold

Trans Husbands in the Early Twentieth Century

On August 16, 1882, an individual named Ethel Kimball was born on Martha’s Vineyard. Kimball later moved with her family to Boston, and by the time she reached her twenties she began to run afoul of the law. Her first arrest is recorded in May 1904, for attempted forgery. She was later bailed out of jail by a member of the Wilson family (a family that, notably, she would marry into four years later). She was acquitted of all charges, though it would not be the last time Kimball would see the inside of a jail cell.

She married Frank A. Wilson in 1908, but married life did little to domesticate her. In 1911 she was again arrested, this time for “evading a motor fare amounting to $48.”1 According to the Boston Daily Globe, she had visited a Back Bay dealership and expressed interest in car. She requested that the salesman take her for a test drive, but “the result [was] that Mrs. Wilson and a party of women friends secured a ride to various outlaying sections of the city, the automobile finally winding up at an inn in Danvers.”2 Once at the inn, it was all too obvious that Kimball had no interest in the car—or, for that matter, for reimbursing the car salesman for his time or gas. As a result she was arrested and, perhaps because this was not her first offense, sentenced to two months in the Brighton House of Corrections.

Kimball reappears on the public record in 1921, and by this point he was no longer living as a woman but as a man: James William Hathaway. It appears that his transition occurred around 1919, while Hathaway remained in Boston. Around that time he began a relationship with Louise Margaret Aechtler, and the pair wed in November 1921 in the Union Congregational Church in Somerville.3 Just as with his previous marriage to James Wilson, Hathaway’s second nuptials did not end his penchant for criminal activity, and he was very quickly in police custody once again. In fact, just three weeks after his wedding he was arrested, this time on the charge of attempted auto theft.

Of course, this arrest was more eventful than his previous ones, as it resulted in the revelation of his “true sex.” Once in police custody, officials discovered that Hathaway’s body was not male in the conventional sense; the charges on which he was initially arrested were dropped, and he was “rearrested on the charge of falsifying a marriage record in Somerville.”4 The case went before the district court, wherein Hathaway’s bride contended that she was unaware of her husband’s “true sex” at the time of their marriage, or at any point prior to his arrest.5 For Hathaway’s part, he argued that the marriage was a “prank” and that Miss Aechtler was aware of his anatomy. Regardless of whose version of the story was true, after this arrest their marriage seems to have dissolved.6 Hathaway was placed on probation and voluntarily entered the House of the Good Shepard.7

However, this stint did little to reform Hathaway’s criminal impulses. Within eighteen months Hathaway was once again living as a man and back to his life of crime. He was arrested again in May 1922 and October 1923. Each time, he escaped lengthy sentences, though his 1922 arrest did prompt a psychiatric evaluation.8 By 1924 he was involved with another woman: eighteen-year-old Pearl A. Davis. The pair met in Boston, where Davis understood Hathaway to be a woman “masquerading in male attire to close a real estate deal.”9 It is unclear whether the deal was successful, but what is evident is that the pair soon left Boston together and traveled around New England, with Hathaway still in men’s clothing. In February 1924 they were arrested in Concord, Massachusetts, for registering in a hotel under false names (interestingly, at this point, Hathaway was posing as James Wilson—utilizing the surname of the man he married in 1908).10 Undeterred, they traveled to Hartford, Connecticut, where they were married by Rev. George W. Hill on March 17, 1924. Less than a month later the pair was arrested again. They were both charged with perjury and sentenced to thirty days in jail.11

James Hathaway’s story diverges in important ways from many of the other cases discussed in previous chapters. Whereas the driving force behind many of the individuals in previous chapters were normative logics (the desire to “settle down,” be economically productive, be seen as a “good man,” and become a contributing member of their community), Hathaway was an outlaw. Like Ellis Glenn in the 1890s, Hathaway maintained a pattern of wooing women, passing bad checks, and rarely making an honest living.12 Perhaps this was because he felt his gender variance prevented him from reputable employment, or perhaps economic necessity required that his behavior stray from legal boundaries. Or perhaps he simply was an individual who sought to live outside of normative constraints, one of which happened to be gender. Whatever the motivation behind Hathaway’s legal missteps, one way Hathaway was like many of the others discussed in this book is that he shared a desire to become a legal husband. Not once but twice did Hathaway present himself in front of legal and religious authorities in order to gain the status of husband. Even more remarkably, his second marriage was performed less than a month after he was arrested for forging his name at a hotel; having had numerous previous run-ins with the law, Hathaway no doubt knew that claiming a false name on a legal document carried much more risk than registering at a hotel under a pseudonym. However, he was undeterred and went through with the ceremony anyway.

Although the term “female husband” ceased to be used by the mainstream press in the 1890s, the phenomenon of trans men pursuing legal marriages to women did not disappear. In fact, Hathaway is one of dozens of recorded cases of trans men who placed their identities under state scrutiny in order to become legal husbands. Almost half of newspaper stories regarding trans men published in the United States between 1890 and 1930 mentioned the fact that the individual was legally married to, or was engaged to marry, a woman. The decision to marry is remarkable because it was one that imperiled one’s carefully constructed male life by voluntarily placing oneself under state inspection, but it also was itself a criminal act.13 Cross-dressing was not illegal in every city and state in the early twentieth century (though many municipalities were passing such legislation in this period), but falsifying one’s identity on a marriage contract was. Thus, by entering into a legal marriage, trans men not only were making it more likely that they might be “discovered,” they were making such discovery more punishable. Thus this chapter asks two related questions. First, what was it about the institution of marriage that motivated so many trans men to endure substantial risk in order to receive the legal recognition of their unions? Second, what was the response when trans men’s marriages became public knowledge?

In answering these questions, this chapter will argue that many trans men saw legal marriage as a means of illustrating their status as “good men” to their communities. They understood that the best way to avoid scrutiny of their lives, and their gender, was to live according to the normative standards of their chosen communities, and being married was an integral part of that performance. Thus, while the act of getting married required that trans men put themselves at substantial risk of discovery, in the long term, marriage could serve as another tool to aid in passing. Indeed, marriage was a way of becoming a man. In an era where there was no access to hormone therapy, or no possibility of legally changing one’s birth certificate or driver’s license, attaining a marriage certificate as a man was perhaps the only way that trans men could inhabit masculinity in an official, state-sanctioned way. The marriage certificate was one of a precious few forms of documentation available to trans men that attested to their masculinity and validated their relationships with women. However, as this book has repeatedly shown, nothing, not even legal marriage, could offer complete protection for trans men in the early twentieth century. Thus the bulk of this chapter will trace how the public responded once the “true sex” of married trans men was discovered, and how that response changed by the late 1920s. This chapter will argue that while the phenomenon of trans men marrying women was discussed with increased sensationalism and negativity on the national scale by the late 1920s, local responses remained tepid—an insight that again highlights the need for scholars to look beyond the level of national discourse to understand the ways that local communities responded to their queer friends and neighbors.

Brief History of Marriage

Many scholars before me have studied and written about the institution of marriage at length, so I will not devote too much time here rehearsing established knowledge. However, it is worth noting a few central tenets. First, as Nancy Cott and Peggy Pascoe have argued, marriage as an institution has been one of the central ways through which the state has defined itself, regulating membership, racial belonging, and proper gendered behavior. According to Cott, “By incriminating some marriages and encouraging others, marital regulations have drawn lines among the citizenry and defined what kinds of sexual relations and which families will be legitimate.”14 Throughout the history of the United States, legal authorities and politicians have promoted a particular model of marriage for the populace, one that was marked by “lifelong, faithful monogamy, formed by the mutual consent of a man and a woman, bearing the impression of the Christian religion and the English common law in its expectations for the husband to be the family head and economic provider, his wife the dependent partner.”15

Of course, ministers and legislatures did not always enforce these norms. For much of the nineteenth century in the United States, marriages based on mutual agreement rather than official ceremony were quite common, especially as the white population moved westward. Such informal or “self-marriages” were still regulated by the public—but in this case, it was the local community of friends, family, and neighbors that held the couple accountable. As Cott explains, “Without resort to the state apparatus, local informal policing by the community affirmed that marriage was a well-defined public institution as well as a contract made by consent. Carrying out the standard obligation of the marriage bargain—cohabitation, husband’s support, wife’s service—seems to have been more central to the approbation of local communities at this time than how or when the marriage took place, and whether one of the partners had been married elsewhere before.”16 Thus, as Cott and other marriage scholars have observed, marriage was regulated by religious and legal officials, as well as through informal means of community control. This insight highlights the importance of analyzing local responses to marriages (formal or informal) as well as the legal and religious codes that regulate access to the institution.

It is also worth noting that the white U.S. population was very mobile in the nineteenth century. In the context of Manifest Destiny, moving (especially westward) was often associated with new possibilities.17 As such, many communities were growing quickly and therefore accustomed to the appearance of new transplants. In this milieu, what was important to community members when a new couple moved to town was not that they displayed their marriage license, but rather that they upheld the public expectations of marriage. Many of the trans men in this book seem to have taken advantage of this and embarked on a new life as a husband not by entering a church or courthouse with their beloved, but instead by simply moving to a new location and proclaiming themselves man and wife. This seems to be the case with George and Mary Green, who lived together as man and wife beginning in the 1860s in Pennsylvania, though no official marriage record is on file with the state. Even without legal documentation of their union, the pair were acknowledged as man and wife everywhere their peripatetic lives took them: they were Mr. and Mrs. Green in Swift Creek, North Carolina, where they lived in the 1880s, and in Ettrick, Virginia, where they were living when George died in 1902. No one was aware of the informal nature of their marriage, because all that mattered to their communities was that they appeared to uphold the standards of the institution: a monogamous, consensual partnership between a providing husband and a dependent wife. This tactic remained a viable one for trans men and their wives into the twentieth century. Indeed, Mamie White told the Milwaukee Journal that when she and Ralph Kerwineo decided in 1908 they wanted to live as man and wife, they simply moved to a new city. For over six years no one in Milwaukee was the wiser.18

As we move into the twentieth century, trans men continued to get married (legally and informally), but they did so against a changing backdrop of state regulations. As Michael Grossman has noted, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed a proliferation of new regulations on marriage. States began passing laws that regulated who could get married based on race, age, kin ties, and physical and mental health.19 The expanded legal matrix did not deter trans men from entering the institution, but this new legal landscape did begin to shape public responses to their queer marriages if their “true sex” was revealed. This change was not immediate, however, and even in the 1910s, as states were passing laws that mandated eugenic blood tests prior to marriage and prohibited interracial marriage, trans men who were revealed to have married women faced limited, if any, legal punishments. This lack of punishment is due to the fact that the figure of the trans husband elicited limited public fear, because he was not yet an identifiable deviant social figure. Particularly on the local level, trans husbands were not viewed as dangerous in the same way that “lazy husbands” who abandoned their families were, nor were they viewed by community members as hazardous in the same way that the “feebleminded”—a population targeted by eugenic marriage legislation—were. Indeed, a further exploration of Ralph Kerwineo’s story makes this point exceedingly clear.

“Eugenic Law Absurd”

One dynamic that was beginning to shape marriage legislation nationwide by the 1910s was the growing eugenics movement. Increasing levels of immigration—particularly from eastern and southern Europe—and growing fears of miscegenation motivated a diverse group of politicians, scientists, doctors, and reformers to advocate a eugenic agenda focused on preserving the purity of the nation’s racial stock through a variety of means.20 And of course the rise of the eugenics movement was intimately tied to the growth of sexology, as the field had articulated homosexuality as being among the “propensities” that manifested itself as a result of compromised bloodlines since the late nineteenth century. Richard von Krafft-Ebing himself stated in his landmark Psychopathia Sexualis that “almost all cases where an examination of the physical and mental peculiarities of the ancestors and blood relations has been possible, neuroses, psychoses, degenerative signs, etc. have been found in the families.”21 At the behest of the eugenics movement, state legislatures addressed the problem of tainted bloodlines through sterilization statutes. As Nancy Ordover has observed, “Between 1907 and 1932, thirty states put such statutes in place … [that] established [medical panels] to grant or deny doctors the right to sterilize anyone with a real or imagined physical or developmental disability.”22 California, the third state to pass a compulsory sterilization law, was the first to include an explicit provision that the law could be used to sterilize “moral degenerates” and “sexual perverts showing hereditary degeneracy.”23 However, sterilization laws were only one way that states attempted to protect bloodlines within their future population. Another component of the eugenic agenda in the 1910s were marriage laws, designed to identify “problem” husbands and wives before they were allowed to marry and reproduce.

The state of Wisconsin was at the forefront of the crusade to implement new regulations on marriage. In late June 1913, the State Legislature passed the Medical Certification Law, or the “Eugenic Marriage Law” as it was popularly known. This law required all males seeking a marriage license to first undergo a medical examination for venereal diseases.24 While the law’s passage created a great deal of debate, it wasn’t the logic behind the marriage law that was questioned—in fact, an editorial published by the Journal of American Medical Association in the Milwaukee Sentinel suggested that “95 per cent of the medical profession of Wisconsin are in favor of the principle of the legal restriction of marriage to those who are physically fit to enter such a contract.”25 However, the wording of the legislation was vague, mandating only the “application of the recognized clinical and laboratory tests,” but not mentioning any particular test by name or specifying which combination of tests were necessary to ensure that husbands were “physically fit to enter” the institution of marriage.26 As a result, the bill drew sharp criticism from Wisconsin’s doctors, who argued that the three-dollar fee mandated by the bill was not sufficient to cover the types of laboratory tests necessary to determine the presence of venereal diseases or genetic disorders. Doctors were quick to point out that the average fee charged for the Wassermann test for syphilis alone was well over three dollars.27 Thus, when the bill went into effect on January 1, 1914, Wisconsin lawyers, doctors, and couples were ready to challenge its constitutionality, and the national press watched closely to learn the fate of the legislation.28

For many, Wisconsin’s marriage law was the culmination of years of advocacy. In March 1912 the New York Times published an article titled “Eugenic Marriage Plan Praised Here,” wherein Dr. J. W. Beveridge articulated the need for similar restrictions on marriage in order to prevent the continuance of inherited diseases in future generations. He told the Times, “As society and the State are founded upon the home as a unit, so the State has a right to bar disease that would enter the home through marriage just as it bars disease that would enter the country through the ports.”29 This article illustrates that in the early twentieth century, at a moment in which many elites were anxious about the incoming hordes of immigrants from eastern and southern Europe and Asia as well as changing gender roles, the rhetoric surrounding “eugenic marriages” articulated the regulation of marriage as vital means through which lawmakers could control the future of the nation. Indeed, the rhetoric promoting eugenic marriages was not simply about maintaining the physical health of future generations, but also about placing tighter restrictions on which bodies had access to the institution of marriage, an institution that Dr. Beveridge reminds us is at the heart of full and robust citizenship. Thus, advocating “eugenic marriage” legislation was one means through which lawmakers could prevent those whose class, race, or sexuality marked them as “undesirable” from attaining citizenship rights. As Cathy Cohen explains, “Many of the roots of heteronormativity are in white supremacist ideologies which sought (and continue) to use the state and its regulation of sexuality, in particular through the institution of heterosexual marriage, to designate which individuals were truly ‘fit’ for full rights and privileges of citizenship.”30

This was the context in which Ralph Kerwineo’s case emerged on the national stage in 1914. Recall that Ralph Kerwineo was the mixed-race Milwaukee resident, discussed in the previous chapter, who gained widespread attention after his first wife revealed to the Milwaukee police that her former husband had been assigned female at birth. Given the context of Wisconsin’s then-new Eugenic Marriage Law, when it was revealed in the national press that Ralph Kerwineo had not only married a (white) woman, but that he had done so having passed Wisconsin’s “eugenic marriage test,” the stage was set for a scandal.

Although the local press covered Ralph Kerwineo’s arrest and subsequent release with surprising sympathy, as soon as the story spread to papers outside the city limits, journalists cast Kerwineo as a dangerous deviant. What I did not mention in the previous chapter, however, was the fact that the national press mobilized Kerwineo’s story as an argument for the need for more stringent marriage laws. Thus, not only did the historical context of the growing eugenics movement shape the ways Kerwineo’s story was perceived by newspaper readers throughout the nation, but the movement provided a rhetorical strategy through which to pathologize Kerwineo and his purportedly deviant actions.

By focusing on the failure of Wisconsin’s Eugenic Marriage Law, national newspapers such as Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World articulated Kerwineo’s story through nationalizing narratives of racial and sexual “otherness.” The World published three articles on Kerwineo’s story, each of which focused on Kerwineo’s ability to secure a “eugenic marriage license.”31 For example, “Eugenic License to Girl as Man Ridicules Law,” an article that, significantly, went on to be syndicated in several newspapers nationwide, reported that while the blood test showed that Kerwineo was free from blood disease, it “would not reveal the presence of another equally dangerous disease.”32 Given that homosexuality was often articulated in scientific and legal discourse as an issue of “tainted blood,” it is likely that the paper was positioning homosexuality to be “equally dangerous” as maladies such as syphilis.33 The following day, the World brought its coverage of Kerwineo’s story to a close with an explicit appeal to extend the types of tests required by eugenic marriage laws: “The Eugenic law might work better for future generations if it were amended to give the police an opportunity to decide whether or not the groom is a ‘he’ or a ‘she.’ ”34

Alongside this article, the World published two photographs: one of Ralph Kerwineo and one of Dorothy Kleinowski. Published under the headline “ ‘Husband’ and Wife in Eugenic Marriage,” these images reminded readers that the story was not simply about the victimization of one white woman; by connecting the images to the issue of “eugenic marriage,” the World brought to the fore concerns about the future of the nation. In this way, the term “eugenic marriage” provided a convenient way for the national press to articulate Kerwineo’s story through nationalizing narratives of racial and sexual “otherness.” It helped to create a tidy morality tale that alerted readers to the need for increased vigilance concerning who had access to the institution of marriage and, thereby, full and robust citizenship.

The Washington Post published a similar account the day before. The headline “Eugenic Law Absurd” signals the centrality of the marriage law in national discussions of Kerwineo’s story. Like the World, the Post ridiculed the Wisconsin law, arguing that the blood test was ineffective because it “revealed the absence of one disease, but did not show that the person was even of the masculine gender.”35 The article went on to include the same phrase that would appear in the World the following day, the expression of concern that the test “would not reveal the presence of another equally dangerous disease.” Thus, by centering the narrative on Wisconsin’s marriage law, national newspapers like the Washington Post and New York World highlighted Kerwineo’s gender (and potentially sexual) deviance.36

Several things are important to take note of here. First, it is impossible to know with any certainty what audience interpretations of these articles were, or how many readers understood what the reference to “another equally dangerous disease” meant. For those readers who understood the reference to sexual inversion (or perhaps homosexuality), no doubt some remained unconvinced that the “condition” was “equally dangerous” to syphilis, or any other malady for that matter. If there had been unanimous, nationwide understanding that cross-dressing and marrying women was evidence of an inborn pathology, Ralph Kerwineo would have not, after all, been released from Milwaukee jail without charge, nor would so many of his coworkers and neighbors have been willing to speak up on his behalf after his “true sex” was revealed. However, the national coverage of Kerwineo’s illustrates how sexological and eugenic lines of thought about homosexuality, sexual inversion, and pathology were beginning to penetrate into mainstream discourse. However, it is worth remembering that Ralph Kerwineo was discussed sympathetically in the Milwaukee press, and he was ultimately released from police custody without charge. Thus the response on the ground in Milwaukee shows that the increased presence of eugenic and sexological discourses in the national press were not yet determinative of local responses and courtroom decisions.

Similarly, the passage of Wisconsin’s Eugenic Marriage Law did little to deter Ralph Kerwineo from pursuing a legal marriage to Dorothy Kleinowski. His decision to not only propose marriage to Kleinowski, but to take a blood test and take part in the official marriage ceremony, put Kerwineo and the male life he had carefully crafted for himself in grave danger. Why would he willingly put himself under such intense scrutiny, particularly when his first marriage was informal, without any official ceremony or legal documentation?37 Perhaps it was because marriage allowed Kerwineo to legally claim his male identity. He explained to the Milwaukee Sentinel, “I had really become a man and imagined that the woman in me had perished with my years of change,” and from this perspective perhaps Kerwineo felt the only “proper” thing to do when he realized that Dorothy Kleinowski was in love with him was to propose and legally marry.38

Additionally, the fact that the pair desired to stay in Milwaukee after their marriage may have played a role in Kerwineo’s decision to legally marry Kleinowski. It appears as though the likelihood that a trans man would seek a legal, as opposed to informal, marriage corresponded to the decision to remain in the same city where the couple met or had familial ties. For example, in 1872 Murray Hall legally married Celia Low in New York, the city where they would spend their entire married life until Celia’s death in 1898.39 In 1882 Frank Dubois legally married Gertrude Fuller in Waupun, Wisconsin, Fuller’s hometown and the place where the pair set up house.40 Ten years later, William C. Howard married Edith Dyer in Hornellsville, New York, Dyer’s hometown.41 In the 1890s Nicolai De Raylan married in his adopted hometown of Chicago; when that marriage ended in divorce in 1903 he quickly remarried, once again in Chicago.42 Many other trans men were engaged at the time their “true sex” was revealed, thus stymieing their marriage plans. Such was the case with Milton Matson of San Francisco, who was arrested at the home of his fiancée in 1895.43 Ellis Glenn was engaged to Ella Duke of Hillsboro, Illinois, when a series of events led to his arrest and revelation of his “true sex” in 1899.44 Eugene De Forest was engaged to be married for a second time when he was arrested in 1911 in Los Angeles, the city where he had an established career.45

The cumulative weight of these examples suggests the importance that the legal institution of marriage played in the minds of many trans men in late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially those who wanted to continue to enjoy the benefits of community membership within the place they had made their home. Given that marriage was closely associated with respectability in this period, trans men like Ralph Kerwineo were likely aware of the fact that if they desired to maintain long-term relationships with women while remaining in their community, then marriage was an important step. This step not only conferred trans men the respectability associated with the social role of “husband,” it also affirmed their male identities. Indeed, while the act of getting married placed the identities of trans men under intense scrutiny—with Ralph Kerwineo even subjecting himself to a blood test—the state of being married helped to bolster their claims to masculinity, and perhaps provided the hope that their male identities would be taken for granted moving forward. Whatever the reason, it is clear that Kerwineo did not take the decision lightly, as he knew it was a risky move, and therefore he must have felt that the benefits of legal marriage outweighed the potential consequences.

“Wife Was Most Surprised of All”

Marriage laws have been one of the central ways states have regulated proper gender behavior and enforced normative gender expectations. One of the expectations of husbands has been that they provide financially for their families. The state has a vested interest in maintaining this formulation, lest women and children become a financial burden on public resources (dependence, of course, being women’s “natural” state, according to the early twentieth-century logic). In 1913 the state of Washington passed a law to ensure that men fulfill their role as providers, popularly known as the “Lazy Husband Law.” The edict was credited to Justice of the Peace Fred C. Brown, who in August 1913 published a nationally syndicated editorial about the law. He wrote, “The law means the passing of the old theory of criminal punishment—punishing the individual for the evil deeds committed—and in its place it provides for the criminal law of the future. It individualizes the offender so that the court can render judgment which will make the person charged with crime a better citizen and one that will provide for his family in the future.”46 Justice of the Peace Brown explains how he sees the role of the court as the arbiter of proper behavior within marriages, and furthermore, he makes a clear link between citizenship and husbandry. He went on to explain precisely how he imagined the law operating when neglected wives brought a case to the attention of the courts: “[The judge’s] first duty should be to try to effect a reconciliation. He may allow the defendant his liberty with or without bond; if the defendant be found guilty, he may suspend judgment on condition that he support his family. Or the judge may send him to jail and order the county to place him at work on roads or other public improvements, and pay his family $1.50 a day.”47 In essence, the law provided judges with the option of sentencing “lazy husbands” to a term performing labor (often at a farm or, as Brown mentions here, on public improvements), during which time the neglected wife and family would receive daily remittances. Within weeks of the law’s passage Washington courts received hundreds of petitions, and by the end of 1913 the state had paid out nearly $3,000 to wives and families whose husbands had been found to be “lazy.”48

Of course, it is unlikely that Justice of the Peace Brown, or any other Washington lawmaker, anticipated that their law would be used to regulate the anatomical sex of Washington husbands—instead, they were hoping to police proper gendered behavior. However, in February 1916 a judge in Seattle faced precisely that situation. That winter, a Seattle charity noted the destitute conditions of Mrs. Margaret Gaffney and her three children, and learned that her husband, Robert, had abandoned the family some two months before. The charity filed a “lazy husband” charge against the husband, and a warrant went out for his arrest. Robert Gaffney was eventually brought before a judge; he was found guilty for failing to support his family and sentenced to a term in the prison stockade. However, after learning of his sentence, Robert appealed, and revealed to the court that he was not a cisgender man and therefore he could not be expected to fulfill the role of “husband.”49 Presented with this new information, the justice of the peace Otis Brinkler was forced to grapple with a set of unexpected issues. If Robert lacked the anatomical assets medically associated with maleness, was he still legally liable for spousal support of his wife? Furthermore, did his anatomy render his marriage any less legal?

Justice Brinkler apparently believed that Gaffney’s anatomy voided his marriage, based on the logic that two women could not, by law, marry. If their marriage was no longer valid, then Gaffney could not be expected to fulfill the role of husband, nor be prosecuted under the Lazy Husband Law. However, what then should be Gaffney’s fate? Gaffney did not deny that he had abandoned his wife, and his admission of his “true sex” also brought up the possibility of prosecution under perjury laws, as he had falsified information on his marriage license. Luckily for Robert, neither the state of Washington nor the city of Seattle had a law on the books that made cross-dressing illegal, and thus the judge did not have the option of prosecuting Robert for his queer embodiment. According to an AP wire, “The prosecuting attorney ruled that she could not be prosecuted for wearing men’s clothing, and that as she is not in law the husband of the woman she married she could not be prosecuted for failure to support her supposed wife.”50 This report also suggested that when Robert was released from the county jail he “wore woman’s attire and said she would not masquerade as a man again.”51

The story was published in newspapers across the country, though it did not gain the same sort of widespread attention that many of the other cases discussed in this book did. Gaffney’s story appeared almost exclusively in newspapers from Oregon, Washington, and Idaho—each states in which Gaffney had lived at some point. However, one widely circulating story appeared in newspapers throughout the nation, alongside a single-frame cartoon image of a courtroom. In the cartoon Robert was depicted with his back to the viewer, facing a very shocked Margaret. The caption reads, “Wife Was Most Surprised of All.” This image captures the central message of much of the national coverage of the case: that the most remarkable aspect of the story was that the wife had been fooled for so long, or that Robert’s “ ‘wife’ was the most surprised person of all.”52
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Figure 5.1. Cartoon depicting the courtroom scene of Robert and Margaret Gaffney, 1916. Image from Ironton, Missouri’s Iron County Record.

One effect the focus on Margaret Gaffney’s “surprise” had was that it rendered the marriage sexually innocent. Journalists bolstered this representation by highlighting Robert Gaffney’s explanations for the marriage, quoting him as saying that he “always had a good heart and wanted to give Margaret a home.” This self-sacrificing nature was foreshadowed earlier in the article, wherein Robert told San Jose’s Daily News, “I was ready to take off men’s clothes three years ago … the only reason I did not was to save Margaret … from embarrassment.”53 It appears as though the journalists covering the case also wanted to protect Margaret from embarrassment, as records indicate that during the Gaffney’s marriage she conceived and gave birth to a child, Mildred. More than likely this child was the result of an extramarital affair, and yet journalists chose to ignore the facts surrounding Mildred’s conception.54 With the exclusion of this detail they were able to portray Margaret as a completely innocent victim; not only had she been abandoned by her husband, but she was also misled in fundamental ways by that same husband.

Thus, in the national press, both Robert and Margaret were portrayed rather sympathetically; although the reason behind Robert’s queer embodiment is not provided in the text, his laudable motivation behind his marriage is. Lest the reader interpret this article as an indication that women were fully capable of handling the hard work of men’s labor, however, it also included the apocryphal detail that the reason Robert revealed his “true sex” was that he feared his sentence of hard labor. Papers reported, “When she was ordered to the stockades, she pleaded that she be given another form of punishment, declaring that the work would be too hard for her. It was then that she admitted she was a woman.”55 This rationale had the dual effect of neutralizing the threat posed by Gaffney (he couldn’t really act like a man) and normalizing his gender deviance (he was physically weak, like all biological women).

However short Robert Gaffney’s tenure in the public eye was, it nonetheless reveals a great deal about the state of marriage and perceptions of gender in the early twentieth century. In particular, Gaffney’s story, and the stories of the other individuals involved in his life, shows that people’s married lives were often messy and rarely lived up to the idealized image of the institution of marriage. Laws like Washington’s “lazy husband” statute were deemed necessary because, all too often, marriages did not provide the stability they were purported to, nor did they discipline the behavior of those involved. Husbands abandoned their families, wives cheated on their husbands, and trans men married women, all despite the growing legal matrix evolving around them.

This was particularly true for individuals in the working class (like Gaffney’s bride). Margaret Hart was born in Montana in 1886, the only child of immigrant parents. Her father, Nicholas Jonas, was born in France and her mother, Marianne Sykke, was born in Denmark. The pair married in Silver Bow, Montana, in October 1884, and two years later Margaret Christine was born. The trio did not stay together for long, as by 1900 Nicholas was living in Oregon, and two years after that Margaret (then just sixteen, with a fourth-grade education) was living as a married woman in Michigan.56 She and her husband, Clem Hart, divorced four years later in 1906, but then both moved to Washington State.57 The pair continued to be connected, despite their divorce, and in 1908 Margaret gave birth to a son, James Hart.58 Margaret would have another son, Edward Hart, in 1910. Thus, when Robert Gaffney and Margaret met in 1910 or 1911 she may well have been pregnant with Edward.59 Margaret and Robert legally married on September 25, 1911, and Margaret did, indeed have a third child during that marriage—a daughter, Mildred, born in 1915.60 She was given the last name Hart, suggesting that she was the child of Margaret’s first husband. Thus Margaret was a woman with a somewhat checkered romantic past, who met Robert Gaffney around the time she had been abandoned by her former husband while pregnant with their second child. This information provides important context for Gaffney’s explanation that he married Margaret because he “wanted to give her a home” and that he hoped to “save her from embarrassment.”61

Perhaps marrying Margaret and supporting her children was a means through which Robert could express his masculinity. Given that women’s expected state was that of dependence in the early twentieth century, and men’s expected state was that of a provider, supporting a family was one of the primary means through which men fulfilled social expectations for what it meant to be a “proper” man. Perhaps this is what motivated the marriage, or maybe he did (as he would later tell the Tacoma Times) truly take pity on Margaret and want to help her and her children. Of course, it is also possible that the two were involved in a romantic relationship that went sour. Indeed, if this is the case, then perhaps Margaret filed charged against Robert as a “lazy husband” to enact revenge, knowing full well that incarceration of her former husband would likely reveal his “true sex,” thus shattering the life in Seattle he had created for himself.

It is unfortunately impossible to know the motivations behind the Gaffney’s marriage, or to know precisely how much Margaret knew about Robert’s identity and biology. What is recoverable, however, is the public reaction to the marriage and subsequent scandal. The response in the press (both local and national) reveals a great deal about public investments in the institution of marriage as well as normative investment in gender roles. Most notable, of course, is the fact that legally the charge of being a “lazy husband” was worse than falsifying an identity on a marriage license or assuming a false identity (in Robert’s case, living as a man while inhabiting a body the state perceived as female). Indeed, Gaffney’s case reveals how “lazy husbands” were seen as a threat to the social order in ways that trans husbands were not. While the actions of a “lazy husband” in failing to support his family were seen by the law in Washington as punishable by a sentence to the stockades or a term of labor at a farm, living as a man when one lacked the anatomy generally believed to be required for masculinity was not yet a crime. Perhaps this was because husbands abandoning their families and leaving their wives and children was an identifiable social problem, one that placed a visible burden on state government and/or local charities. The Washington press bemoaned both the failures of “lazy husbands” and the perception that the Lazy Husband Law was not being utilized by government officials as efficiently as it could with dramatic headlines like “Babies Starve Because Commission Doesn’t Act.”62 On the other hand, officials in Washington had not yet encountered enough examples of trans men (or trans husbands) to perceive them as a threat to the social order, as evidenced by the lenient treatment Gaffney received after he revealed his “true sex.”

This lack of anxiety around trans husbands is evident not only in the courtroom where Gaffney was released without charge, but it is also evident in the way Gaffney’s story was told in newspapers throughout the nation. Unlike Ralph Kerwineo’s story, which spread like wildfire because it spoke to anxieties around racial purity and eugenic marriages, Gaffney’s story didn’t hit the same nerve, in part because it didn’t fit within established plotlines of deviant and threatening behavior. And, of course, he failed to fit the description of a threat to the public because his whiteness carried with it the presumption of innocence. As such, Gaffney’s story appeared mostly in papers in the Pacific Northwest. When Gaffney’s story did appear outside that tristate area, it did so as a mere blip on the radar, not a feature story set under a splashy, attention-grabbing headline. When the story appeared in the New York Times, for example, it did so on page 18. Even the most colorful coverage was still relatively tame, highlighting Margaret Gaffney’s surprise at her husband’s “true sex,” but also providing a reasonable explanation for Robert’s time in men’s clothing.63

Perhaps the national coverage of Robert Gaffney’s story was characterized as unremarkable because that’s how Americans in 1916 viewed stories of trans men: unremarkable and relatively commonplace. While in the Pacific Northwest Gaffney’s story attracted widespread attention because it was related to both local interest and the recently passed and much-discussed Lazy Husband Law, nationally the story lacked the same appeal. The story was both too mundane and too morally ambiguous to relate as a morality tale; Margaret Gaffney’s identity as a previously married woman with three children made her claims that she didn’t know her husband’s “true sex” dubious, and the fact that she gave birth to a child during her five-year marriage to Gaffney carried with it the suggestion that she was not entirely innocent herself. Thus the story lacked a clear victim in the same way that Ralph Kerwineo’s story had had, and so the national press rarely, if ever, made specific reference to Gaffney’s wife.

“Ranch Tomboy in Legal Mess”

Of course, the press’s response to trans men and their marriages was deeply dependent on historical context, and as time marched on into the 1920s things began to change. In fact, by 1929 the structure of the newspaper industry has transformed dramatically from the 1870s when Joseph Lobdell’s story circulated. More specifically, increasing consolidation and standardization marked the newspaper industry of the 1920s. Newspaper magnates like E. W. Scripps and William Randolph Hearst created extensive chains of newspapers, and newspapers nationwide became increasingly dependent on syndicated news services.64 In this climate, small, independently owned daily newspapers found it increasingly difficult to compete, and by 1936 the number of daily newspapers had fallen almost 17 percent from its peak in 1910—despite the fact that the U.S. population had grown dramatically in that time.65 In this context, syndicated wire services became increasingly powerful and were providing newspapers with prepackaged news stories that left little room for local editors to shape the presentation.

In the early twentieth century, the two main wire services were the Associated Press and the United Press. The Scripps-McRae Press Association founded the UP in 1907, which by 1929 was the AP’s main competitor, serving over 950 newspapers nationwide. Because the Associated Press operated as an exclusive wire franchise, the United Press had to offer more enticing items than its competitor, and thus UP wire dispatches tended to be a bit more “colorful” than those from the AP. Indeed, in 1912, the executive head of the United Press called for “brilliancy in the narration of the day’s events … the interpolation in a news story of the individual point of view of the reporter.”66 The impact of these changes can clearly be seen in the newspaper coverage of trans men in the late 1920s.

One such example is the case of Kenneth Lisonbee, a trans man who was born Katherine Rowena Wing in Springville, Utah, in 1904. The grandchild of Mormon pioneer Joseph Smith Wing, his childhood was spent on his family’s wheat ranch in central Utah.67 By 1925 Kenneth was living as a man (going by the name of Kenneth Wing) in Los Angeles and training to be a barber.68 Around this time Kenneth began dating a young woman named Eileen Garnett, and the pair married in 1927.69 This marriage was short-lived, however, and Kenneth would later report that it was broken up when Garnett’s family moved in with the newlyweds and discovered his “true sex.”70 After his marriage broke up, Kenneth began going by the name of Kenneth Lisonbee, perhaps to avoid legal persecution.71 Sometime in mid-1928 Lisonbee returned to Utah for a visit, during which he became reacquainted with Stella Harper, a childhood friend. Harper accompanied Lisonbee when he returned to Los Angeles in October 1928, and the pair moved into an apartment at 203 West Garvey Avenue.72 While this arrangement seemed to suit Lisonbee and Harper quite well, some in the neighborhood were suspicious of the couple, and on January 10, 1929, they were taken into police custody and Lisonbee’s “true sex” was revealed.73
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Figure 5.2. Kenneth Lisonbee and Stella Harper, 1929. Photo from author’s personal collection.

The revelation of Lisonbee’s “true sex” was reported in newspapers nationwide—from Fresno, California, to Baltimore, Maryland—though this coverage was by no means uniform. Thus, even during a period wherein the press was consolidating dramatically, there were still multiple representations and interpretations of queer embodiment circulating in the nation’s newspapers. However, one thing that remained consistent was that Lisonbee’s acceptability or deviance was consistently defined against the characteristics of proper citizenship. Indeed, when Lisonbee’s queer body was cast as acceptable, it was because his body was produced as emblematic of his identity as a proper citizen. On the other hand, in cases where it was cast as pathological, it was because his body was produced as emblematic of his identity as an individual who desired to live outside the boundaries of normative citizenship—particularly heterosexual,74 monogamous marriage.

The Los Angeles in which Lisonbee lived was a dynamic and growing city, but it was much smaller than the sprawling metropolis we know today. The 1920s were a period of rapid growth for the city: its population more than doubled between 1920 and 1930 (reaching 1.2 million), and it moved up from being the tenth biggest city in the nation to the fifth.75 And although this was a time of rapid consolidation within the newspaper industry, Los Angeles maintained a diverse field of local newspapers, including the Los Angles Evening Herald, the Los Angeles Examiner (both owned by William Randolph Hearst, and representing the most popular evening and morning papers, respectively), and Harry Chandler’s Los Angeles Times.76 Each of these dailies covered Lisonbee’s story, but they did so in distinct ways. As will be discussed, the distinctions in the local coverage show that by 1929 the connection between queer embodiment and pathology that the national press had been articulating for decades was beginning to percolate down to the local level. However, the discourse of pathology was not yet hegemonic, and there still was room on the local scale for positive representations of nonbinary gender expression—even if such stories involved marriage.

Hearst’s Examiner was known for its splashy headlines and salacious stories of sex and betrayal, and thus it would seem as though Lisonbee’s story would be particularly attractive to the Examiner editors. However, the paper published relatively scant coverage of the case, and the one article that did appear was hidden on page 5, without the banner headline customarily used to attract attention to the paper’s more scandalous stories. The brief account focused on Lisonbee’s arrest, and thereby highlighted his violation of the law. Although the precise reason for the police’s initial interest in Lisonbee was unclear, the Examiner nonetheless produced his arrest as serving the social good because it led to the realization that he had an outstanding warrant for falsifying information on a 1927 marriage license. Thus it didn’t actually matter why he was arrested because it was ultimately justified by the discovery that Lisonbee had previously committed perjury while attempting to marry Eileen Garnett.77 This had the effect of both naturalizing Lisonbee’s deviance and dramatizing his violation of the social order by focusing on his illegal 1927 marriage. In its description of Lisonbee’s marriage to Garnett, the Examiner reported that Lisonbee had “vanished” once Garnett’s parents discovered Lisonbee’s “true sex,” ostensibly leaving his bride heartbroken and initiating a two-year manhunt by Santa Ana authorities. Juxtaposed against the presumably heartbroken Garnett, it would seem that Lisonbee would be an easy figure to scandalize, and yet the tone of the Examiner’s coverage of Lisonbee’s story was relatively tame compared to sensationalism generally associated with Hearst papers. The Examiner’s coverage ended there, and, reminiscent of the Washington Post’s depiction of Ralph Kerwineo discussed in the previous chapter, the paper published no follow-up interview with the police or Lisonbee himself, thus freezing its depiction of Lisonbee as a deceitful and pathological individual worthy of arrest.

The depiction of Lisonbee in the Los Angeles Times, on the other hand, could not have been more different. For example, the second Times article on Lisonbee had the innocent-sounding headline “Ranch Tomboy in Legal Mess,” and it opened as follows: “She’s just a tomboy ranch girl grown up and as soon as she can settle with the law about her escapade in impersonating a man and marrying another girl she is going straight back to her 200-acre wheat ranch at Springville, Utah, where the neighbors are used to seeing her in masculine attire and think nothing of it. No more adventuring about the world, but a railroad ticket straight home to dad, who always said she was the best boy he ever had.”78 In this excerpt, the Times produced Lisonbee’s queer body through wholesome bucolic scenes and images of familial devotion, and thereby submerged any suggestion of same-sex desire by highlighting his contribution to the agricultural economy—thus underlining his identity as a productive citizen. The rural West serves the same legitimating function as it did in the stories surrounding Joseph Monahan discussed in chapter 2; Lisonbee had gotten off track as a result of city life, but he could redeem himself by returning to the hardworking ranching life of his youth in Utah.79

The Times also provided Lisonbee with multiple opportunities to explain his queer embodiment—opportunities Lisonbee utilized to narrate his seemingly strange choices through the logics of patriarchy and heteronormativity. For example, in explaining why he began dressing as a man, he told the paper, “I’ve always worn boy’s clothes, helping my father on the ranch. My older sisters are all married. They were much older than I and so it was up to me to help my dad when the others left home. That’s how I got the habit.”80 Lisonbee provides a logic for his queer embodiment that links it not only to the rapidly disappearing agrarian economy but to his familial devotion. In this story Lisonbee is as an unselfish family member who nobly stepped up to assist his father once his older siblings left the family home. While this story allowed Lisonbee to render his seemingly strange embodiment more relatable to the public, it was not entirely accurate: while Lisonbee did grow up on a wheat ranch in Springville, Utah, he had many siblings, including three brothers, one of whom was five years his junior.81 However, if Lisonbee had admitted this to the Los Angeles Times, it would have perhaps seemed like more of a stretch for the paper to suggest that his father “always said she was the best boy he ever had.” Thus Lisonbee likely utilized this deliberate omission to help produce his queer body as emblematic of his familial devotion and agrarian roots, which he likely expected would garner sympathy from law officials and the reading public. This explanation also established Lisonbee’s respect for family, defined as a heterosexual couple and their children, which helped to establish a positive lens through which readers might understand his marriage to Eileen Garnett. In essence, he, with the aid of sympathetic journalists at the Times, established himself as a self-sacrificing family member, not a sexual deviant who represented a threat to the social order.

Indeed, Lisonbee went on to explain that his marriage to Eileen Garnett had been the result of a misunderstanding and emblematic of his caring nature. He told the Times that upon moving to Los Angeles he realized that male barbers could earn more money, and thus he began posing as a man in order to be more financially secure. Shortly thereafter he met Eileen Garnett; after a few months he discovered that she had fallen in love with him. At this point Lisonbee explained to the Times, “I told her at once that I was a girl, but she said I had broken her heart and that she would commit suicide … finally she told me that she only wanted to get away from her relatives and wanted me to marry her. I consented and we were married in Santa Ana by Justice of the Peace Morrison.”82 In this quote Lisonbee’s marriage is cast as a noble deed, performed only to save the life of an innocent young girl. The sexual normativity of both parties is thus secured as Lisonbee did not intentionally set out to woo Garnett, and Garnett’s desire to marry Lisonbee was attributed not to her emotional attachment to Lisonbee but rather to her desire to gain freedom from her family. Additionally, it is worth noting that Lisonbee went out of his way to mention the person who married the couple, and to identify his position as a justice of peace. This detail established that a secular authority, not a member of the clergy, conducted the marriage ceremony. Thus the couple was not guilty of deceiving church officials, an action that some readers might have taken offense at, even if the marriage was devoid of sexual immorality.

Throughout the Los Angeles Times coverage Lisonbee is portrayed as a sympathetic character whose actions were perfectly understandable and perhaps even laudable. Whereas the Examiner claimed that Lisonbee “vanished” once Garnett’s family discovered his “true sex,” Lisonbee provided an alternative narrative in the Times. Herein, it was reported that the revelation of Lisonbee’s female body to Garnett’s family resulted in a “general family row … in which it was agreed that Miss Wing should leave at once.”83 Thus Lisonbee did not “vanish” out of selfishness, nor did he abandon his heartbroken wife; rather he was forced to leave by Garnett’s parents. Expelled from his martial home, Lisonbee returned to his family’s home in Utah. There he became reacquainted with Stella Harper, a woman he had known since childhood. Harper “wanted to see a bit of the world,” and so she accompanied Lisonbee when he returned to California. According to the Los Angeles Times, this decision required that the pair pose as man and wife: “Since Miss Wing had been wearing masculine attire continuously for four years, it was necessary that Miss Harper pose as her wife. Miss Wing took the name of Kenneth Lisonbee and practiced her barber profession to support herself and her girl friend.”84 In this quote the paper’s support for Lisonbee’s queer embodiment is laid bare; by articulating his queer embodiment through the tropes of productive citizenship, patriarchy, and heteronormativity, Lisonbee had so convinced the Los Angeles Times editors of his acceptability that they characterized his living arrangement with Harper as “necessary.”

Whereas the Los Angeles Examiner froze its coverage of Lisonbee’s story at the moment of his arrest, the Los Angeles Times and the Evening Herald both followed the story to its conclusion. On January 15, 1929, both papers published quotes from district attorney Z. B. West, the judicial official who ultimately decided the fate of Lisonbee’s legal charges. Reminiscent of Judge Page’s estimation of Ralph Kerwineo in his Milwaukee courtroom fifteen years earlier, West told both papers that Lisonbee “impressed me as sensible, serious, and sincere, and except for the one matrimonial slip, I cannot see that she has done anything particularly out of the way.”85 West’s decision was based in part on his evaluation that Lisonbee “had no motive in donning masculine attire other than that she stated: to make a better success of the barber business.” Had West suspected that Lisonbee’s queer embodiment been motivated by same-sex desire, perhaps he would have not been so forgiving. However, because Lisonbee articulated his queer embodiment through the tropes of proper citizenship, West dubbed him as “sincere” and categorized his marriage to another woman as merely a “matrimonial slip,” rather than a serious offense. Indeed, West depicted Lisonbee’s marriage to Eileen Garnett in innocuous terms because he viewed it as innocent. He explained, “Although she committed technical perjury by misrepresenting the age of Eileen Garnett, 16, when she married her here, Miss Wing was not otherwise guilty of a criminal offense, the district attorney said. The statutes apply only where someone is damaged, he added, and nobody was harmed by Miss Wing when she donned male attire, married, and masqueraded as a man.”86 So, in the mind of District Attorney West, the offense the Lisonbee committed was not even related to his nonbinary gender expression; rather, it was related to the misrepresentation of Garnett’s age on the marriage license. Lisonbee forging his name and sex was not perjury, according to West, and furthermore caused no harm or damage.

West’s comments were expanded in the Los Angeles Times, where he explicitly addressed the politics of style. He explained, “I am of the same mind as the Los Angeles newspaper columnist who admitted that, with the way the Hollywood girls dress … there seems to be no standard attire for either men or women these days. No one now can say that there is such a thing as masculine attire or feminine dress.”87 Thus Lisonbee’s queer body was produced as emblematic of American freedom and modernity, and thereby supported by District Attorney West as Lisonbee had proven himself to be “sensible, serious, and sincere.”88 In these ways, rather than being described as a body in need of reform, Lisonbee’s queer body was portrayed as an expression of a uniquely American identity. Significantly, positive depictions of Lisonbee’s queer body were not unique to the Los Angeles Times; indeed, they were a common element in the narratives produced by many newspapers nationwide.

Just as in the local press, national narratives of Lisonbee’s story varied. However, unlike many of the cases discussed in previous chapters, it is possible to identify three distinct versions of Lisonbee’s story that circulated nationally, each one served up by a different syndicated news service—a clear indication of the impact of the industry’s consolidation. For example, one of the national narratives of Lisonbee’s story can be attributed to the United Press wire service. In the case of Lisonbee, the United Press reporter interpreted his queer body as emblematic of his identity as an exceptional citizen and produced wire dispatches that established as much.

The UP account, which appeared in numerous newspapers nationwide, including New York’s Daily News and Denver’s Rocky Mountain News, characterized Lisonbee as “a suave, trouser-clad, white-aproned barber who discussed sports, politics and business with customers in a straight-forward masculine voice.”89 Here, Lisonbee’s queer body was attributed to his drive to be economically productive; as had been in the case in the Los Angeles Times, his marriage to Eileen Garnett was only entered into because, upon learning Lisonbee’s “true sex,” Garnett insisted that he had “broken her heart and threatened to commit suicide.”90 Lisonbee’s living arrangement with Stella Harper was similarly rendered harmless because it was cast as emanating from a lifelong friendship that had began “in the range country around Tintic, Utah,” where the pair “rode the hills together in masculine astride cow points” on “her father’s ranch.”91 No hint of sexual deviance was given, and Lisonbee’s innocence was confirmed by the last line of the dispatch, which asserted that “authorities said they probably would take no action against the girls.”92

While the narrative produced by the United Press was perhaps the most positive version that appeared on the national scale, it was by no means the most popular. Indeed, a much more common version was based on wire dispatches from the Associated Press, wherein Lisonbee’s queer embodiment circulated as an indication of his desire to attain citizenship rights that were not rightfully his—specifically marriage. Newspapers such as the Salt Lake Tribune, the Fresno Bee, and the Galveston Daily News cast Lisonbee’s queer embodiment as a danger to the institution of marriage because he had successfully wooed two women (Eileen Garnett and Stella Harper). This threat was dramatized by the revelation that Lisonbee had legally married Garnett and subsequently courted Harper, allegedly leading to an arrest on a Mann Act charge.93

Newspaper readers in 1929 likely would have understood the reference to the Mann Act as a suggestion of sexual impropriety. The Mann Act was in some ways the culmination of the efforts of Progressive reformers who sought to regulate extramarital sexual relations (and who were particularly concerned with prostitution, or “white slavery” as it was termed at the time). As John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman explain, “The new drive against prostitution first surfaced in the form of a white slavery panic. Between 1908 and 1914, purity crusaders and others published dozens of sensationalistic tracts alleging a widespread traffic in women that sold young girls into virtual slavery. Replete with case histories, vivid illustrations, and strong advice to parents, these books described the subterfuges used by panderers to lure innocent victims to their fate.”94 The Mann Act, passed in 1910, made it illegal to “knowingly transport … any individual in interstate or foreign commerce, or in any Territory or Possession of the United States, with intent that such individual engage in prostitution, or in any sexual activity for which any person can be charged with a criminal offense.”95 The Justice Department obtained close to 2,200 convictions under the Mann Act in the eight years after its passage, and these arrests and convictions often attracted widespread attention in newspapers.96 Thus the erroneous suggestion that Lisonbee was arrested in Los Angeles on a Mann Act charge for trafficking Stella Harper across state lines suggested to readers that their relationship was not the innocent partnership of two adventurous girls (as it had been depicted in the Los Angeles Times and United Press accounts), but rather a nefarious connection that threatened the sanctity of marriage. Indeed, the Mann Act was designed as a piece of legislation (like Wisconsin’s Eugenic Marriage Law and Washington’s Lazy Husband Law) that would regulate and protect marriage. In the AP account, Lisonbee’s own voice was rarely present, and the only details provided were those that highlighted his violation of state and federal law. This framing suggested to readers that Lisonbee should be understood as a danger to the nation because he threated to destabilize marriages.

Although many newspapers around the nation published the AP newswire on Lisonbee’s story, it was not the most widespread version to appear. In fact, reflecting the growing influence of syndicated features services, the most common way readers outside of Los Angeles encountered Lisonbee’s story was not through a newspaper column but rather a photograph and caption syndicated by the Newspaper Enterprise Association. The NEA was a wire service owned by the Scripps-McRae Press Association that provided news features, comics, and photographs to hundreds of newspapers across the country.97 The content was explicitly designed for small newspapers to reprint without editing, and thus the narratives circulated by the NEA were meant to appeal to the widest possible audience. Often this meant condensing meaning and appealing to exclusionary logics of social membership.98

This tendency can clearly be seen within the NEA’s narration of Lisonbee’s story. The only details that are produced as relevant are those that outline Lisonbee’s violation of public space. As such, Lisonbee was treated as an idle curiosity, not an esteemed citizen. Appearing in at least fifteen newspapers nationwide, including Wisconsin’s Sheboygan Journal and Missouri’s Jefferson City Post-Tribune, the NEA’s photo and caption distilled Lisonbee and Harper’s story to one of adventure and deceit. The caption read, “For four years Catherine Wing and Stella Harper of Mammoth, Utah, successfully toured the United States, posing as man and wife, a ruse they adopted when they set out as adventurers and found that they fared better thus than as girl chums. Catherine, left, worked as a barber. Los Angeles authorities discovered their secret when they sought to lodge a suspicion of Mann act charges against them.”99 Whereas in the Los Angeles Times Lisonbee explained his queer embodiment as motivated first by his desire to help his father on the family ranch and then by his drive to be economically productive, in the above caption Lisonbee’s queer embodiment is explained as merely the means that facilitated the travel of two “adventurers.” Lisonbee and Harper here appear as irresponsible and deceitful, eschewing family responsibilities and operating wholly outside the traditional family in the name of “adventure.” Indeed, this framing is much different from the framing within the United Press account, where Lisonbee’s queer embodiment was produced as facilitating the continuation of an innocent relationship that had originated on Lisonbee’s “father’s ranch.” In contrast, the NEA narrative situated Lisonbee’s queer embodiment as enabling the pair’s departure from their familial homes. Indeed, they are situated as operating wholly outside of marriage, seemingly making a mockery of the institution.

[image: image]

Figure 5.3. Photo and caption featuring Kenneth Lisonbee and Stella Harper, as they appeared in newspapers nationwide, distributed by the Newspaper Enterprise Association. Image reproduced with permission from Texas’s Borger News-Herald.

The impropriety of their actions is again signaled in their photograph, wherein the faces of Lisonbee and Wing were cropped against a plain backdrop, creating an image reminiscent of a mug shot. This image was a modified version of a photograph published in the Los Angeles Times on January 12, 1929. The original version was a full-length image of Lisonbee standing next to a sitting Harper, who was shown holding Lisonbee’s arm. The removal of the affectionate gesture between the pair had the effect of occluding the suggestion of same-sex desire, and yet it also made the pair seem more sinister. Indeed, when the image was originally published in the Los Angeles Times, it was accompanied by not only a caption but also a lengthy article in which the upright character of Lisonbee was established. The supportive stance of Lisonbee in the photograph thus seemed to verify the jail matron’s assertion that Lisonbee’s “attitude is that of the male protector toward the bewildered younger girl arrested with her. She watches over Miss Harper and looks after her wants solicitously.”100 Thus the photographic representation of Lisonbee in the Times helped to portray him as an exceptional citizen—an individual who was willing to sacrifice for his family, provide both emotional and financial support for the women in his life, and submit to the patriarchal authority of his father and, after arrest, the state. While the suggestion of same-sex intimacy is present, Lisonbee’s positive characteristics were apparently enough to render them irrelevant to both the Los Angeles Times and Los Angeles District Attorney West.

In contrast, the NEA’s “Girls Travel as Man and Life” photograph conveyed a much different message. Lisonbee and Harper were both presented as menaces to society because they were operating outside a heteronormative family unit, all the while ignoring the responsibilities of economic productivity. In this way they were rendered queer because they did not fulfill the expectations for proper behavior by young women, and instead pursued a life of selfish “adventures.” As such, Lisonbee and Harper were produced in similar terms to the “hobos” and “tramps” who were becoming increasingly familiar figures within the mass-circulation press in the early twentieth century, and who, as Todd DePastino has argued, evoked public concern because they rejected the trappings of domestic life, home ownership, and the bosses’ rule.101 Significantly, as Margot Canaday has argued, “since at least the turn of the century, homosexuality was considered a defining characteristic of vagrants, tramps, and hoboes who ‘promenade[d] unashamed on the public highways,’ preferring ‘rough-hewn male camaraderie’ over a ‘normal’ life of work and family.”102 Although public conceptions of sexual deviance within hobo and vagrant communities were based largely in the assumption that such spaces were exclusively male, it seems likely that some readers would have transported these conceptions into their reading of Lisonbee and Harper’s story as produced by the NEA.

On the whole, Kenneth Lisonbee’s story was narrated in the press in contradictory ways. While local newspapers generally characterized Lisonbee’s queer embodiment as emblematic of his identity as an exceptional citizen, this portrayal did not go uncontested. On the national scale Lisonbee’s story similarly lacked coherence; while the NEA produced Lisonbee and Harper as pathological because their lives appeared to be organized outside of heteronormative family values, the UP wire dispatches celebrated Lisonbee’s queer embodiment as emblematic of his identity as an exceptional citizen. However, throughout Lisonbee and Harper’s time in the media spotlight, the connections among cross-dressing, same-sex love, and sexual deviance appeared to be rather loose. Nowhere were there any references to sexological theories of sexual inversion. Rather, the acceptability of Lisonbee’s queer body was regulated just as the acceptability of trans men since the 1870s had—it relied on his performed and professed allegiance to normative male citizenship. In the positive descriptions of Lisonbee, newspapers made clear that he did not represent a threat to marriage or the public and that he should be understood instead as unexceptional—behaving not as a deviant but rather as every husband and son should.

Conclusion

Trans men pursued marriage consistently from the 1870s to the 1920s. It was a constant component of many of their lives, as it conferred respectability and allowed for them to legally claim male identities. However, marriage is also a central institution in American public life, and it became an increasingly contested one in these decades, with individual states and the federal government passing legislation that restricted access to the institution and/or regulated behavior once granted access to the institution. Given this increased anxiety around protecting the institution, one would expect that as time marched on, the response to trans husbands would become increasingly negative. And indeed, in this chapter, one thing that is evident is a growing trend toward pathology within the national mass-circulation press.

Increasingly, in the first decades of the twentieth century, national newspapers could pick up the story of a trans husband and utilize it to call for more eugenic marriage laws or to bemoan the practice of “white slavery.” Indeed, such stories could be easily mobilized as morality tales because of the importance U.S. society and government placed on marriage in the early twentieth century. Marriage is an institution that confers substantial benefits, which is why some trans men desire access to it, and also why that access could be seen as scandalous by those who wanted to maintain marriage as an exclusionary institution. However, the fact that not all stories of trans husbands were met with indignation on the national (or local) scale illustrates that trans men—and trans husbands specifically—were not yet seen as a threat to the social order. Whereas other social figures were seen as dangerous enough to ban from marriage (the feeble-minded, underage, diseased, etc.), even in the early twentieth century—the heyday of marriage legislation—banning same-sex marriage was seemingly not on any legislator’s radar. As the cases of Kerwineo, Gaffney, and Lisonbee reveal, in order to be rendered pathological, the actions of trans husbands had to violate the social order in some way beyond their gender deviance—for example, defying a eugenic marriage law or the Mann Act. The act of marrying a woman was not enough in and of itself to garner sensational coverage; the story had to fit within an established plotline of deviance and social disturbance.

Nonetheless, this chapter has also highlighted the importance of analyzing both the national discourse and the events on the ground. If one only looked at the coverage of Kenneth Lisonbee as articulated by the NEA, or Ralph Kerwineo in the New York World, one would assume that their purported deviance was met with swift justice at the hands of local authorities. However, nothing could be further from the truth. Both men were released from police custody without charge, local authorities having decided that their actions did not warrant legal punishment. This illustrates that changes in national discourse (in this case, the growing pathology of trans men in the national press) do not dictate local responses. Even as the eugenics movement was growing in power, and even as sexological thinking was increasingly influencing representations of nonbinary gender presentations, trans men still could (and did) receive support from their communities. This dynamic remained in place for white trans men into at least the 1940s, as an addendum to Kenneth Lisonbee’s story reveals.





 

Conclusion

Kenneth Lisonbee’s Eureka

After Kenneth Lisonbee’s arrest in 1929, the Los Angeles Times reported that he was planning on “no more adventuring about the world, but a railroad ticket straight home to dad, who always said she was the best boy he ever had.”1 True to his word, Lisonbee returned to his parent’s house in the rural outskirts of Eureka, Utah, shortly after his release from police custody. However, he did not return alone; the 1930 federal census lists both “Katherine R. Wing” (Lisonbee’s legal name) and Estella Harper (the woman with whom he had been living in Los Angeles) as residing with Lisonbee’s parents outside Eureka. His parents were aware of what had transpired in Los Angeles, as the Eureka press had covered the story. Lisonbee’s father, Joseph Smith Wing, was even interviewed about the case by their local paper, the Eureka Reporter. He cast Kenneth’s Los Angeles arrest in the most positive light possible, telling the paper that “his daughter is now back at work in the barber shop … and that her business had nearly doubled because of the advertising she had recently received.”2 Perhaps this was the case—in fact, perhaps Lisonbee’s business was increased by trans men in the Los Angeles area who read about the revelation of Lisonbee’s “true sex” in the local papers and sought out his particular expertise. Regardless of the veracity of Wing’s explanation, or of the identities of the purported new clientele that Lisonbee was attracting, Wing’s explanation to the Eureka Reporter indicated support for his son and helped to explain Lisonbee’s cross-dressing as harmless.

The 1930 federal census and other local records indicate that Joseph Wing’s support for his son went beyond simply providing sound bites to the local paper, however. Although the census counted Lisonbee as female in 1930, it’s clear that Lisonbee’s parents to some extent tolerated his male gender expression—the local papers reported that his parents had been aware that Kenneth had been dressing as man prior to his 1929 arrest. And while it’s unclear whether Lisonbee ever publicly (or privately) claimed the identity of Kenneth while in Utah, by the mid-1930s he was once again living full-time as a man, with his parent’s knowledge. By that point he had again relocated to southern California and taken up work at the same barbershop in Wilmar where he had worked prior to his 1929 arrest. This time, however, he returned to California not only with Stella Harper in tow, but with his parents as well. The foursome (Lisonbee, his parents, and Stella Harper) settled together in Alhambra, California, a city in the San Gabriel Valley, eight miles from central Los Angeles.3

Lisonbee’s decision to relocate his family back to the San Gabriel Valley and to take up work at the very same barbershop where he worked prior to his 1929 arrest is intriguing in what it suggests about queer history. The San Gabriel Valley is over six hundred miles from Lisonbee’s hometown of Eureka, Utah, and so it certainly would have been cheaper for the family to relocate to a city closer to home, perhaps Salt Lake City, or even Denver. However, they chose instead to move to Alhambra, California. Perhaps the connections that Lisonbee had established in the 1920s were an asset to the family. Perhaps the family was forced to leave Utah for financial reasons, and the fact that Lisonbee had once been a successful barber in Wilmar was the family’s last hope—the mid-1930s was the height of the Great Depression, after all, and many families were forced out of Utah and migrated to California in hopes of finding economic opportunity in this period.4

On the surface, Lisonbee’s decision to move back to the area could be explained by the fact that in the 1920s and 1930s Los Angeles was home to a dynamic queer community of lesbians, gay men, and sexually flexible, gender-variant individuals. The center of this world was Hollywood, where clubs such as B.B.B.’s Cellar and the Bali nightclub featured male and female impersonators and other performers who sang songs full of gay double entendres.5 And while it’s possible Lisonbee and Harper dabbled in that world, perhaps occasionally traveling the fourteen miles west to Hollywood, it seems likely that if it was a priority for them to be a part of that queer community they would have chosen to relocate closer to those renowned clubs and bars. However, it appears as though they did not need to live within a queer subculture in order to enjoy a supportive community. Indeed, when Lisonbee was arrested once again in 1940, the newspaper coverage indicates that the San Gabriel Valley was, in fact, an accommodating place for Lisonbee to work and live.

Lisonbee’s 1940 arrest was prompted by a traffic stop, which resulted in police questioning the name provided on his driver’s license.6 The arrest was reported in newspapers across the country, and surprisingly this coverage was uniformly sympathetic. Whereas there had been a thread within the coverage of Lisonbee’s 1929 arrest that cast his actions as nefarious and dangerous, in 1940 the coverage was overwhelmingly positive. Perhaps this distinction is due to the fact that the newspapers in 1940 made no mention of Lisonbee’s previous marriage or romantic connections with women. He was simply Kenneth Lisonbee, barber—not Kenneth Lisonbee, fraudulent husband or Mann Act violator. Indeed, one of the surprising elements of the coverage of Lisonbee’s 1940 arrest was that no mention was made of his prior arrest. Instead, newspapers reported that Lisonbee had been dressing as a man for fifteen years, and that this was revealed only by his recent arrest.7 Lisonbee is quoted in the Los Angeles Times as saying, “Everybody knew I was a woman, but nobody ever busied himself or herself about my affairs before.”8 The local press apparently assumed this was the truth and did not look into Lisonbee’s police record.

The fact that local newspapers did not mention Lisonbee’s 1929 arrest is more than simply surprising—it reveals a great deal about how the local press viewed Lisonbee and his potential criminality. This presumption of innocence shows that the local press did not assume criminality when they encountered a white trans man (perhaps particularly when that trans man had no visible connection to a woman). Instead of presuming him guilty, newspapers were willing to entertain the notion that Lisonbee was an honest and law-abiding citizen, aside from his sartorial choices. The local press treatment of Lisonbee, therefore, reveals that even by 1940 the gender variance of a white individual in and of itself was not enough to provoke the assumption of criminality or of sexual deviance.

The local papers’ assumption of innocence was mirrored by the judicial officials who were charged with determining Lisonbee’s fate. As with his 1929 arrest, Judge Newell was sympathetic. As the Los Angeles Times reported, “Police Judge Kenneth Newell consulted the statutes. He consulted the police officers … Nowhere in the former could he find anything condemning women’s donning of men’s garments … Nowhere among the latter could he find anything indicating that the barber shop was in any way unconventional except in the proprietor’s predilection for men’s attire.”9 Just as with the many cases described in this book, Lisonbee’s acceptability was tied to his conventionality; he was able to convince Judge Newell that he was an acceptable citizen because he lived up to the expectations of being a “good man,” despite his anatomy.

On the day of his hearing, Lisonbee came to the courtroom well prepared to prove his positive contributions to the community. He brought with him “a paper signed by the businessmen in the district about her shop which said, ‘We wish to testify that we have known Katherine Wing for some time and are glad to testify to her honesty, sympathy, and modesty, and are only too pleased to hereby attest that she is a credit to any vicinity.’ ”10 Of course, this statement might have been fabricated, but its inclusion in the Los Angeles Times coverage of the case is significant in that it helped to produce Lisonbee as a productive member of society, despite his queer embodiment. Furthermore, it helped to explain and validate Judge Newell’s decision to dismiss the charges against Lisonbee. Indeed, it produced Lisonbee as someone with a great deal of social capital—someone who had the respect and loyalty of his neighbors and business associates, despite the dissonance between his anatomical sex and gender presentation.

Perhaps these statements of Lisonbee’s status as a productive citizen were particularly important to include in the coverage of the case because he claimed to have no desire to return to women’s clothes. The Los Angeles Times quoted him as saying, “I’m going to keep right on wearing these clothes … everybody knows me as ‘Ken’ there and everybody has known for 10 years or more that I am a woman.”11 This statement reveals Lisonbee’s steadfast desire to maintain his male gender presentation, but I would argue it also reveals an incredible amount of flexibility in southern Californian acceptance of queer forms of embodiment. Indeed, what Lisonbee is claiming here is that he had been able to gain acceptance as “Ken”—a “suave, white aproned barber who discussed sports, politics and business with customers in a straight-forward masculine voice”—even with female anatomy.12 Even the inspectors at the State Board of Barber Examiners were accepting of Lisonbee’s gender presentation; the Los Angeles Times reported that the inspectors “said they knew the Wilmar tonsorialist to be a woman, although the license was issued annually in a man’s name. As far as they are concerned, it was said, that is all right.”13 It’s worth reiterating that Lisonbee’s barbershop was not in Hollywood or even Los Angeles, but rather the comparatively sleepier city of Wilmar, in the San Gabriel Valley, eight miles east of the center of LA.

Thus the lives of Kenneth Lisonbee/Wing and Stella Harper are incredibly provocative in what they suggest about the queer history of the United States. Their romance began in what would seem to be the most unlikely of places—the heart of Mormon Utah. What’s more, once their queer relationship was discovered in Los Angeles, they sought refuge not in San Francisco or another large city; rather, they returned home to central Utah. As discussed above, it appears as though Lisonbee’s parents accepted both his queer embodiment and his relationship with Harper. Thus the couple’s eventual return to the Los Angeles area should not be thought of in the traditional rural-to-urban migration that has so dominated historical visions of queer history. Rather than traveling west to escape parental supervision, they moved west with parents in tow. And rather than traveling to California in order to join the queer subcultures of San Francisco or Hollywood, they chose to settle down in the San Gabriel Valley. None of these choices would appear likely given the existing urban-centered historiography of queer history.

However, as this book has illustrated over and over again, trans men in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries did not always abide by conventional wisdom established by the existing historiography. Kenneth Lisonbee’s story suggests that trans men lived in the most unlikely of places (the heart of Mormon Utah) and could garner support for their gender deviance from unlikely sources (in his case, his parents, and the neighbors and business people surrounding his Wilmar, California, barbershop). His story is enticing in what it suggests about what we don’t know. Indeed, Lisonbee’s story implies that there were likely many more trans men in Mormon Utah and, therefore, throughout the nation. His story is only recoverable because his gender variance was revealed publicly and commented on in newspapers nationwide. However, there doubtless were many trans men who either passed successfully throughout their lives or whose communities never found it necessary to police the gender variant in their midst. Perhaps we don’t know about more trans men from this period because the community support they enjoyed in their lifetimes renders them unrecoverable as “queer.”

Of course, undergirding Lisonbee’s ability to be seen as “sensible, serious, and sincere,” as the judge charged with his case in 1929 referred to him, was his ability to conform to normative expectations of community membership—particularly whiteness and economic productivity. In a sense, his gender variance was allowable because he was seen as “just like us” by his community in every way aside from his gender. Because he was seen as a hardworking, successful entrepreneur, his clients were willing to go along with him when he asked to be called “Ken.” In the process, all the dissenting qualities invoked in the term “queer” were rendered invisible, and Lisonbee gained acceptance as a normative citizen. Indeed Lisonbee, like many of the other subjects of this book, was able to lead a livable queer life because he articulated his acceptability according to the tropes of normative male citizenship, mainly whiteness, economic productivity, and heteronormativity. Clearly each of these categories are privileged ones, and thus by mobilizing these discourses the trans men of this book helped to reify their exclusionary logics. Articulating acceptability along these lines legitimated the discrimination and persecution of those trans men who were nonwhite, foreign, not economically productive, or sexually “deviant.” In this way, Lisonbee’s story (and the stories of many of the white trans men in this book) anticipate the politics of homonormativity, which suggests that acceptance is attainable only through conformity to the standards of normativity and respectability.

Despite the politics of homonormativity, there is one crucial way that the trans men in this book should undeniably be considered queer. As Susan Stryker has written, “People with trans identity could describe themselves as men and women too—or resist binary categorization altogether—but in doing either they queered the dominant relationship of sexed body and gendered subject.”14 The subjects of this book introduced their friends and neighbors to the idea that sex and gender were two distinct things. For example, Lisonbee’s instance that his customers didn’t make a fuss over calling him “Ken” while knowing that he was anatomically female underscores the idea that has been present in each of the preceding chapters: that Americans at the turn of the twentieth century had a far more nuanced understanding of sex, gender, and sexuality than previously has been acknowledged.

On the whole, then, this book has made several important interventions into the existing scholarship. First, it raises questions about the influence of sexologists in defining popular understandings of gender and sexuality by highlighting how sexological theories played a limited role in dictating local responses to trans men, even into the 1940s. On a related note, this book challenges the accepted geography of queer identity formation, wherein queerness and urban centers have been seen as having a particular (and exclusive) relationship. By deploying a methodology that prioritizes sources produced in local contexts and then tracking the ways narratives change as they circulated through the nation’s emergent mass-circulation press, True Sex highlights the fact that previous studies that have only looked at the national level of discourse have missed much of the story, and that the history of gender and sexuality at the turn of the twentieth century is, in fact, much more complicated (and much more interesting) than previously thought.

Additionally, this book has provided new insight into the nature of U.S. citizenship. I have illustrated that trans men could (and did) mobilize the masculinist tropes of normative citizenship in order to legitimate their queer bodies and to render their seemingly strange lives understandable—and perhaps even laudable. However, as discussed above, this strategy did have its limits. For one, it was, generally, a strategy that could be used only by white individuals, or individuals (such as Jack Garland and Ralph Kerwineo) who were ethnically/racially ambiguous and could pass as white. Additionally, while this strategy was particularly effective in the historical context of the decades surrounding the turn of the twentieth century—a period in which the heterosexual/homosexual binary was yet to become completely hegemonic—it is important to note that it helped to reinforce emergent politics of heteronormativity by articulating acceptable forms of queer embodiment through their similarities to normative male citizenry. This last point highlights the need for historians to interrogate separately the histories of each group within the LGBT umbrella.

All too often the insights proffered from research on one group are believed to be transferrable to other groups referred to by the LGBT label. However, this book suggests that the main rubrics that have guided research on gay and lesbian history (namely, the search for “consciousness” and “community”) do little to illuminate the particular histories of trans men in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century. Evidence discussed here suggests that many trans men did not seek out communities of similar individuals, nor did they all flock to urban centers to escape close-knit agrarian communities in the nation’s interior. Indeed, the progressive narrative commonly embraced within queer history—which argues that queer identities emerged only after individuals moved to urban centers and escaped the confines of familial homes and agrarian economies—is challenged by the narratives of the trans men discussed in this book. True Sex, therefore, argues that American history—even in the most remote locations—is far queerer than previously understood.

This insight is particularly relevant in the current political moment, during which the mainstream media is increasingly portraying “rural” and “urban” America as diametrically opposed spaces with few shared values. Indeed, this rift was cracked wide open during the 2016 presidential election, after which the victory of Donald Trump was credited in part to the supposed fact that coastal elites lived in a “bubble” and were out of touch with the lives of rural Americans (or vice versa).15 Often in such discourse, support for the rights of LGBT people is characterized as an elite, coastal value, whereas “real America” supports traditional family values. However, True Sex challenges that vision, and illustrates that “rural” and “urban” are not spaces with oppositional values. Instead, True Sex highlights that the United States has a rich and deep queer history that extends far beyond the “bubbles” of the East and West Coasts, and penetrates deep into the heartland of “real America.”
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INTRODUCTION
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    9  George Chauncey, “From Sexual Inversion to Homosexuality: Medicalization and the Changing Conceptualization of Female Deviance,” Salmagundi 58–59 (1982): 115.
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CHAPTER 1. THE LAST FEMALE HUSBAND

    1  Waupun’s population in 1883 was around 2,500.

    2  The etymology of this term will be discussed later in this chapter.
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