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The remarkable life of 'Alice Smith,'
once San Francisco's most famous
sex worker
By Katie Dowd, SFGATE 3543 pm PDT, Tuesday, March 31, 2020
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A few of San Francisco's infamous "Ladies of the Barbary Coast," sex workers who lived and
worked in the city's many brothels. This photo was taken in the 1890s.

No one now living knows who Alice Smith was.

She may have been a Midwestern farm girl, as she claimed, lured to
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California by the siren song of opportunity. She might have been a few
women whose collective stories were combined for a single narrative. Or
maybe she didnʼt exist at all.

But in 1913, there was no doubt about one thing: She was the most famous
woman in San Francisco.

That summer, the San Francisco Bulletin began publishing a series of
remarkable essays from a woman using the pen name Alice Smith. Not yet
30, sheʼd been working in brothels since she was a teenager, and her first-
person account of sex work in California sent shockwaves through the
state. By the time her "A Voice from the Underworld" series ended, the
Bulletin had received over 4,000 letters to the editor, many from women in
similar situations.

Alice s̓ stories are reprinted in "Alice: Memoirs of a Barbary Coast
Prostitute," a read that feels as fresh today as it did in 1913 (which,
depending on your point of view, is perhaps an indictment of how little some
aspects of society have changed).

"Canʼt people understand that they are all responsible for each other, in lots
of ways?" she wrote. "… It s̓ none of my business to preach; but I have seen
what harm has been done by such little things as that. Every girl that is
locked out at night, or that is made to feel she isnʼt wanted at home, is just
that much nearer the brothel — nearer than people suppose."

Perhaps the most illuminating thing about Alice s̓ narrative is her exploration
of the slow path into prostitution. There is no one big moment, just a series
of small setbacks that ultimately changed her life.

The first happened in elementary school. Around age 10, Alice s̓ vision took
a turn for the worse. She, like so many children before and since, could no
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longer see the chalkboard. But too poor to afford glasses, Alice started
struggling in school. By 11, she dropped out, ending her formal education.

For a time, she worked in restaurants or as a maid, but her small Midwest
hometown paid only about $2 per week. When she was 16, she learned her
older sister Emma, who had just moved to Oakland, was making $25 a
month. "I never knew girls got so much pay anywhere in the world," Alice
marveled.

So she packed up her bags and hopped on a train heading west. She
dreamed of making a fortune, so much sheʼd be able to send most of her
paycheck back to her grandparents every month. But she was in for a
surprise when she arrived in Oakland in the early 1900s.

"Maybe it s̓ a lot back there," Emma told her disappointed sister, "but it
costs more out here just to live."

Alice, now 17 years old, worked two jobs to survive. Every day, she worked
from 7 a.m. until 11 p.m. For months, her aunt hired her as a cleaner, but
when Alice asked for payment, she was berated, called ungrateful and given
$3 for two months of work. Her grandmother soon after kicked her out of
the house. The ordeal broke Alice. It was "as if I had cut loose from one of
my last holds on the world," she wrote.

She moved in with 35-year-old Henry Marsh, an Oakland cigar salesman
who, to teenage Alice, seemed like the most worldly, complicated man sheʼd
ever met. Although he initially promised her a room of her own, when she
arrived with her things, he told her that room was no longer available. If she
wanted to stay, she would have to stay in his bedroom.

Desperate and homeless, Alice agreed to Henry s̓ terms. "I took the very
last step; it was so easy to do," she wrote. She had sex with Henry that
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night. In the morning, he said he would marry her. He said other things, too:
that she wasnʼt making enough money as a cleaner so she should sell her
body instead.

"I donʼt see what s̓ the difference, kid. Youʼve gone the whole way already
with me," he said. "If youʼre that far along, why not with others?"

Henry found clients through his cigar shop, and heʼd send them upstairs to
proposition Alice. Her first john paid her $10; she had been making $6 per
week as a washerwoman.

"Evidently a prostitute was one who sold herself for money," Alice
rationalized. "Well, I wondered, was there anybody in the world, according
to that, who didnʼt sell herself or himself for money?"

She worked out of her home for a year before discovering she was
pregnant. Alice was tormented. She repeated many of the common
stereotypes of the early 1900s; that the children of unwed mothers had
astronomically high rates of suicide and even higher rates of incarceration.

"If that child was ever born alive, I would surely some day have him
reproach me for being the most selfish creature alive — a woman who went
ahead and brought a child into the world, knowing perfectly well that the
child s̓ life could never be anything but a burden to him and to everybody
else," Alice wrote.

When she told Henry she was pregnant, he dismissively told her she should
move into a whorehouse where the girls could tell her how to get an
abortion. Alice did just that. For the second time in her short life, she
packed up all of her worldly belongings and jumped on a train.

She went to an unnamed mountain town. For a while, she worked as a
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waitress but, like so many other women who left sex work at that time, she
found the job unstable, the bosses cruel, and the pay not enough to live on.
Alice moved on to the town brothel, a “pretty democratic” place with black
and white women. She made $2 per client; on a “good night,” she had up to
14 johns. After a few monthsʼ work, she finally had enough to pay for an
abortion.

"I came out of that trial changed in many ways. … That was where I started
to quit judging others," she wrote. “"Today I havenʼt it in me to feel real hard
toward anyone for anything they do."

After this installment of "A Voice From the Underworld" ran, the Bulletin was
flooded with similar stories from Bay Area women of all walks of life.

One woman wrote of how, at 17, she was impregnated by her boyfriend.
When she told him the news, he "laughed in my face, and told me he never
had any intention of marrying me." Bereft of familial support, she was taken
in by a San Francisco washerwoman.

"After I had been there a short time, some of the good Christian women
came to her and told her if she kept me they would quit coming to her
house," the letter reads, "and Mrs. W. told them if that was Christianity, she
didnʼt want to be a Christian."

Another woman wrote in to thank Alice for saving her from a life of
suffering. After reading the piece, the woman asked her fiance whether he
would still marry her if he learned she wasnʼt a virgin. Absolutely not, he
replied. But he then admitted that he frequented brothels, and that he
expected she would still marry him. The woman broke off their engagement.

Life, unfortunately for Alice, became only harder after her first abortion. She
began to suffer debilitating health problems. By abortion number four, her
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A view of Commercial Street circa 1900.
Alice Smith worked in a brothel on this street
at about this time.

hands shook uncontrollably. She was only 23 years old.

She resolved it was time to leave sex
work for good. She found work at a
brothel on San Francisco s̓ Commercial
Street. It didnʼt have the convivial
atmosphere of her previous place of
employment, partly because the girls
didnʼt live in the house together. They
rented nightly space from the madam,
leading to cut-throat competition for
johns. It was like living in a zoo, Alice
said.

"I donʼt know whether animals have
speech; but if they have, they donʼt use
it as men do," she wrote. "And animals
donʼt have prostitution. It took men to
achieve that."

For a year, she swore off alcohol, leisure
activities and new clothes. She saved
every penny she made and, by the end
of that year, she had $400 in the bank

(almost $10,000 in today s̓ money).

With her earnings, she and her sister Emma began a sort of proto-Airbnb
business. They rented a few flats, furnished them nicely and then sublet
them. It took nearly all of her cash to get the business off the ground, but
things looked promising. With her life finally on track, she went to the
Bulletin office to inquire if theyʼd be interested in writing her story. They
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were.

Today, no one knows who Alice Smith was — or if she was. The Bulletin
admitted that it wrote the stories using a ghostwriter, understandable given
Alice s̓ supposed lack of education. But, as the editors of "Alice: Memoirs of
a Barbary Coast Prostitute" observed, it s̓ very possible "Alice" was really an
amalgamation of stories from several women. The least generous reading is
that the Bulletin made the whole thing up, not uncommon for tabloids at the
time.

But who Alice was almost doesnʼt matter. The outpouring of letters to the
editor — the Bulletin published nearly 300 of them — corroborated her
accounts. Many, like Alice, protested a society that provided few
employment opportunities for women, but vilified them for taking on
whatever work kept them alive.

"The worst prostitutes this world knows are of the male gender, and in the
main are found in editorial chairs and in pulpits misnamed ‘Christian,̓
defending a system of society which they know is rotten — a system which
makes a decent living, especially for women, very difficult," one reader
wrote.

"Why do you speak of us as belonging to the underworld? Who, then,
constitutes the upper world?" added another. "Is it the men who come to
visit us? And why are they in any respect above us? Is the woman who
marries for money or for social station any better than we are? Does she not
sell herself as we do?"

Alice gained such acclaim that when famed activist Emma Goldman came
to San Francisco in July 1913, she spoke extensively about the series and
praised the city s̓ struggling working women.
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Alice was in the audience, the Bulletin reported, smiling as Goldman told her
story.

"I want to say this to the girls who are still in the underworld — donʼt give
up," Alice once wrote. "Donʼt lose heart. But donʼt allow yourself to go
along, year by year, in the hope that some man will marry you and take you
out. That idea is a pitiful lie. There may be a few exceptional cases; but for
ninety-nine out of every hundred there s̓ only one person who will ever take
you out of it, and that s̓ yourself."

"I am under thirty," she added, "and I am sure that there is much happiness
left in life."

Katie Dowd is a senior digital editor with SFGATE. Email her:
katie.dowd@sfgate.com


