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Late nineteenth-century industrialization brought social changes that
shocked and frightened many Americans. Populism, a farmers’ protest
movement that reached the height of its force in the 1890s, tried
unsuccessfully to forestall the nation’s movement away from an agrarian
lifestyle. When that effort failed, another group of reformers, the Progres-
sives, emerged on the scene. They accepted the inevitability of industrial-
ization, but sought to control its excesses and alleviate, or remove
altogether, the suffering it brought in its wake. The one group of people
these turn-of-the-century Americans hoped to save above all others was the
children. Progressives saw urban children as being at once the most
victimized by industrialization, but also the most salvageable.!

The Progressives possessed a self-confidence that bordered on ar-
rogance: they knew what these vulnerable children of the cities needed
better than anyone else, better even than the youngsters’ parents. More-
over, as historian David Rothman has pointed out, the ‘‘Progressives were
not afraid to introduce the coercive force of law’’ in dealing with children.
Indeed, Progressives had unlimited faith in the state to become a surrogate
parent whose power to deal with errant but educable children should be
unrestrained.? A favorite Progressive tactic for dealing with juvenile
delinquency, therefore, was the establishment of state-operated correc-
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tional facilities where children were to be taught to develop resources that
would insure their survival even in vice- and poverty-ridden industrial
America. These facilities, intended as substitute homes, had administra-
tors who served as surrogate parents for wayward but not-yet-lost juve-
niles. As a result, this put the governors of such facilities in the position of
having, as Bothman has written, ‘‘to administer, all ironies and confusion
intended, non-institutional institutions. Their routines had to be not only
normal—that is, approximating life in the outside community—but
intimate—recreating the close ties of the family.”’3

Unfortunately, the unbounded faith in the state-as-parent created an
early twentieth-century juvenile justice system which gave judges and
institutional superintendents almost total power over ‘‘delinquents’’ with-
out giving them the economic, philosophical or political wherewithal to
accomplish their avowed goals. Not surprisingly, by the mid-1930s, at least
one major study of the nation’s juvenile justice system soundly condemned
the system and argued that nearly 90 percent of the nation’s juvenile
delinquents were becoming recidivists.*

A detailed look at one Midwestern facility for juvenile delinquents
graphically illustrates how ill-prepared and unequipped were the facility’s
operators to handle their charges. The Missouri Industrial Home for
Negro Girls at Tipton housed more than one thousand black juveniles
between the time it opened in 1916 and its closing in 1956.5 Throughout
that forty-year period, the institution generally failed to help its inmates
prepare to enter the mainstream of American life. Political patronage
determined who would govern the institution, leaving well-meaning but
ineffective leaders, with poorly-trained staffs, to deal with an often too-
large number of girls whose background and behavior would have
challenged even the most sophisticated juvenile delinquency experts.

This essay focuses primarily on life in the Missouri Industrial Home
during the 1930s, not because that decade is more important than any
other, but because through historical accident the case files of seventy-
seven inmates incarcerated during that period have been deposited in the
Missouri State Archives and are available to researchers. The rarity of
such records becoming available to historians makes their use all the more
imperative.

The seventy-seven girls whose files have been spared the ravages of
time represent slightly more than 25 percent of the number of inmates
incarcerated during the decade of the thirties. While it would be impossible
to say categorically that the seventy-seven were ‘‘typical’’ of all Tipton
residents during those years, they were typical in at least two important
ways. First of all, their average age was 14.39 years upon entering the
institution. Secondly, 83 percent of them came from the urban areas of
Kansas City and St. Louis (see Tables 1 and 2).

Ethel Bowles, a black woman (Figure 1), served as Superintendent of
the Missouri Industrial Home for Negro Girls for most of the 1930s.
Bowles’s appointment to head the training school was clearly the result of
political patronage.® Democratic Governor Guy E. Park’s election as

78



FIGURE ONE: Ethel Bowles, Superintendent
of the Missouri Home for Negro Girls through
most of the 1930s. Courtesy of the Missouri
State Archives.

governor in 1932 ended twelve consecutive years of Republican rule and
the blacks who helped to carry out that coup expected to be rewarded.” A
Republican superintendent of the Home, Elizabeth Shelby, still held office
at the time. But, as one staunch Democrat indicated to Park, the Tipton
job represented ‘‘the highest office for Negro Democrats in Missouri,’” and
party loyalists expected the Republican to be removed.8

Park complied with requests to remove Shelby and sought the advice of
a St. Louis group known as ‘‘the Negro Democratic Organization’’ in his
search for her replacement. That group offered the name of Ethel Bowles
as ‘‘the one woman in St. Louis who is particularly well-equipped for this
position and whose appointment would be well received by all of the
leaders of the Negro Democratic Party and mutually satisfactory to the
Negro Race of Missouri’’.?

Bowles got the job, taking over in June 1933, at the age of thirty-nine.
A graduate of the Knoxville Normal College and the Chicago School of
Dramatic Arts, she taught history, civics and Latin at Lincoln Institute
[later Lincoln University in Jefferson City, Missouri] and served as
secretary to the president of that school from 1916 to 1920. An active
member of a number of St. Louis social service agencies, Bowles admin-
istered the distribution of welfare benefits to St. Louis County blacks for
several years prior to her Tipton appointment. That work experience,
rather than any formal training, made her the first professional social
worker to govern the Industrial Home. 10

The facility that Bowles took over in mid-1933 still reflected not only
the goals of its founders, but also their biases. The legislators who voted to
create Tipton were frankly troubled over the question of what to do with
black female juvenile delinquents. Late nineteenth-century white girls who
ran afoul of the law in Missouri were sent to a home in Chillicothe.
Although Missouri law did not prohibit sending black girls there, custom
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did. The Home’s superintendent wrote in 1903 that accepting ‘‘colored
girls” into the institution ‘‘would create a disturbance among the inmates
and virtually put an end to the reformatory features of the institu-
tion. . . . ‘‘ Subsequently, a separate building for blacks was erected at the
Chillicothe facility, but overcrowding caused the building to be used for
whites instead.!!

In 1908, the problem of no Home for black girls came to a head when a
twelve-year-old girl was sent to the Missouri State Penitentiary. Shocked
by the spectacle of a child serving time with hardened criminals, the
Missouri legislature appropriated money to establish the State Industrial
Home for Negro Girls the next year. Difficulty in finding a community that
would allow a correctional facility for black girls to be built in its midst
postponed the opening of the Tipton Home until 1916.12 (See Figures 2-8)

The law which appropriated the money for the Home empowered the
state to incarcerate any black girl between the ages of seven and twenty-one
who committed a crime not punishable by death or life imprisonment
‘‘whose associations are immoral or criminal, or bad and vicious, or who is
incorrigible to such extent that she cannot be controlled by her parents or
guardians in whose custody she may be. . . .”’13 Once these ‘‘delinquent
colored girls’’ had been rescued from a nascent life of crime and placed in
the Tipton institution, officials there resolved to structure their lives
around ‘‘meaningful’’ labor in an atmosphere that was as much like a
home as possible. If, as the commissioners who planned and oversaw the
facility believed, strength of character was a natural result of a good family
life, then Missouri’s black female delinquents would have a good family.
Indeed, the commissioners reported in their ‘‘first Biennial Report’’ that
the manager of the institution was to be ‘‘known as Mother’’ and that she
would teach the girls ‘‘the many little things taught children by a
mother.’’14

The goal of these original formulators of reform school policy was
summarized in this first Biennial Report:

The idea of the present board is to equip each girl with a thorough
knowledge of household work and the duties of a housekeeper, so
that they may readily find good homes because of their efficiency. It
is the intention to teach them to cook, scrub, wash, iron, sew,
mend, care of chickens, bees, garden, small fruits, in short, to be
thoroughly qualified domestics or housekeepers, and it will be our
aim to cultivate in them a love of country life, and to find homes for
them in the country. Believing that a knowledge of the care of
poultry may be a means of livelihood to many of our girls, they are
being trained in the profitable care of chickens. The improvement
in the department of unruly girls assigned to the care of poultry is
quite noticeable. Having something that is alive and helpless
committed to their care arouses good thoughts and impulses, and
reclamation is thereby made easier. The same theory holds in the
beneficient results from gardening.!®

This education in the domestic arts was to take place in a school that went
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through the eighth grade and which was heavily laced with religious
guidance. Indeed, God, ‘“Mother’’ and domesticity became the Missouri
Industrial Home for Negro Girls’ own trinity.16

This emphasis on vocational training for black girls reflected contem-
porary attitudes toward the role blacks and women should play generally in
American society. Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of developing
marketable skills rather than intellectual acumen still influenced most black
and white thinking about how blacks should be prepared for adult life.!?
Moreover, early twentieth-century girls who had no parents to care
adequately for them were supposed to learn skills that would allow them to
survive until they could achieve the real purpose of their existence:
marriage to a good man who would take care of them. Learning the
‘“‘domestic arts,”” then, had a double advantage: it not only made girls

marketable, but marriageable as well.!8
Ethel Bowles did nothing to change the purpose or practices of the

Missouri Industrial Home for Negro Girls. She, like all her predecessors,
insisted upon being called ‘‘Mother’” and she declared it her aim ‘‘to help
these young girls make their adjustments by changing mental attitudes,
removing ignorance, rebuilding health, and instilling a moral code which
reveals their responsibility to themselves, to their family, to their commu-
nity, and to their God.”’!° Bowles proposed to do this through a strict
regimen of work, worship and play. While she did not consider ‘‘aca-
demic’’ education unimportant, she saw the main purpose of learning to be
“‘to fit [the girls] for service’’ to their communities.?® Aware that ‘‘the
larger proportion of our girls find an outlet for making a livelihood by
cooking and serving,’’ she acknowledged that learning domestic skills was
particularly stressed.?!

It was one thing to express the intention of remoulding the character
and habits of delinquent girls; quite another to accomplish it. The facility
was over-crowded for one thing, making it very difficult to give the girls the
close attention they needed so desperately. When Bowles took over in
mid-1933, the Home housed eighty girls, five more than its capacity, as
defined by a State Survey Commissioner.?2 Moreover, money for a well-
trained staff was always in short supply. Throughout the institution’s
existence, for example, its employees were paid considerably less than
similarly-employed whites at the Chillicothe Home for White Girls.23

The best that Bowles could do in her effort to change her errant charges
was to adopt the system of discipline used by her predecessors which had
come to be known as the Merit System.?* Two merits were given each day
for perfect performance in the following categories:

Kind—good, bad or indifferent
1. Work { Punctuality
Alertness
2. Conduct
3. Attitude

4. Personal Appearance
5. Sportsmanship?3
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FIGURE TWO: Missouri Industrial Home for Negro Girls as it appeared in the 1930s. Courtesy of
the Missouri State Archives.

FIGURE THREE: In-
mates in front of main
building, Missouri In-
dustrial Home for
Negro Girls, probably
early 1930s. Courtesy
of the Missouri State
Archives.

FIGURE FOUR: Inside of basement room of Missouri Industrial Home for Negro
Girls, now the Missouri Department of Corrections and Human Resources Pre-
Release Center, 1981. Courtesy of Gary Kremer.







