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Often considered “dead” by the end of the 1950s, 
the era of steam-powered locomotives, riverboats, and 
agricultural engines is still very much alive. Today, 
one has only to attend a steam tractor meet during the 
summer when enthusiasts gather at fairgrounds across 
the United States to relive for a few weekends the 
excitement and pure joy of hearing the chuff-chuff-
chuff of a working steam engine, seeing the smoke and 
cinders flying from the smokestack, and hearing the 
shrill whistles of impressive steamers as they signal 
noontime to the crowds. Whether it is a traction engine, 
a locomotive, a sawmill engine, or an industrial engine, 
a steam engine in action is as exhilarating today as it 
was to the farmer or engineer in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. 

Northern Kentucky and Cincinnati were prominent 
participants in the steam era. The convenience of ship-
ping locally produced equipment and material down 
the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers directly contributed 
not only to the prosperity of Cincinnati and its envi-
rons but also to the growth of many small towns that became major agricultural and 
industrial cities. Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky were peppered with dozens of 
small machine shops making everything from a specific part to an entire engine. Only 
a few lasted any length of time, but the handful that survived into the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries became important firms that made an indelible mark on 
the growth of the nation’s agricultural and manufacturing industries. It is for steam-
powered firefighting equipment that Alexander Bonner Latta is best known, but he 
was a man with an inquisitive spirit and remained actively involved in experimenting 
with diverse ideas even after retiring from his prosperous firm in Cincinnati. Sometime 
before selling his fire equipment business to Lane and Bodley, a Cincinnati industrial 

Alexander B. Latta is 
given credit for the fi rst 
workable steam fi re 
engine produced in 1853 
for the city of Cincinnati. 
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steam engine manufacturing company, he had moved his family across the river to 
the area now known as Ludlow, Kentucky. He built a large home on Latta Avenue, 
the street now named in his honor.1 

When Ludlow received its charter from Frankfort in 1864, Latta was named one 
of the commissioners selected to conduct an election of officers with a six-member 
council eventually chosen. Latta was elected the first president of the Ludlow City 
Council, serving in that position for one year. According to John M. Hunnicut in his 
history of Ludlow, Latta was a popular figure in the community and was nominated 
by both the Regulars and the Independents, the two political and frequently feuding 
parties in the nascent town.2 

Two issues immediately confronted the new council: regular transportation across 
the Ohio River and a locally run school for the growing number of children. A long-
standing problem was dependable ferry service between Cincinnati and the northern 
Kentucky area. The Ludlow ferry, owned and operated by Captain William McCoy 
and his sons—and popularly known as the Fifth Street Ferry because its Ohio land-
ing was at the foot of Fifth Street in Cincinnati—had no regular schedule. Ohio ferry 
service was more expensive. Latta, along with several other council members, formed 
a committee to resolve the ferry problem. Eventually a property tax of forty cents per 
hundred-dollar valuation and a one-dollar poll tax was levied to purchase and run the 
ferry. Townspeople disagreed over the property tax, and the problem was never solved 
until the railroad came to Covington and Northern Kentucky.3 

Before the charter of Ludlow in 1864, the local school was controlled and run by 
the state. As the population grew, state oversight proved cumbersome. With the issuing 
of the charter, the state notified Ludlow that the state would no longer maintain the 
school. Thereafter, the town assumed responsibility for the school, and the town paid 
the teacher. Considering that many of the townspeople were still concerned about the 
Civil War until Lee’s surrender in 1865, Latta and his fellow Ludlow council members 
had the town surveyed and divided into three wards, passed an ordinance against vice 
and immorality, and established a relief fund for the poor.4 

Latta’s lasting fame rests on his steam fire engine. The need for better fire pro-
tection, improvements in steam engineering, and the right friends and contacts all 
came together with Latta in the right place at the right time to reap the benefits. His 
beginnings were modest. He was born July 11, 1821, in Ross County, Ohio, to a 
farming family that moved to Cincinnati in 1827 after the death of his father in an 
accident. Latta was only 5 when his father died, forcing him to grow up quickly. He 
left school at an early age to help support his mother and brothers and found work 
with the David Bradford Woolen Mills, William Bylad (a ship joiner), and Samuel 
Cummings’ brass foundry.5 

In 1841, Latta went to Washington, D. C., on business. There he met Anthony 
Harkness, owner of a foundry and machine shop in Cincinnati. Apparently, Latta made 
such an impression on Harkness that Harkness offered him the job of superintendent 
of his foundry. In those early years, Latta held a patent for a machine that would 
bend the stirrups for steamboat paddlewheels (Patent 3,022 in 1843)6 and designed a 
huge lathe and planing machine for Harkness. George Escol Sellers, who knew Latta 
personally, believed the planing machine was “a masterpiece of mechanism.”7 By 
the time Harkness turned his attention to locomotive building in 1845, his shop was 
building steam engines and boilers for the steamboat industry.8 Latta appeared to be the 
natural choice to design and build the locomotives. It is here that Latta stumbled. Latta 
designed and built only two engines for the Harkness foundry; both were unsuccessful 
in performance. Additionally, each engine took longer than expected to construct and 
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steam engine manufacturing company, he had moved his family across the river to 
the area now known as Ludlow, Kentucky. He built a large home on Latta Avenue, 
the street now named in his honor.1 

When Ludlow received its charter from Frankfort in 1864, Latta was named one 
of the commissioners selected to conduct an election of officers with a six-member 
council eventually chosen. Latta was elected the first president of the Ludlow City 
Council, serving in that position for one year. According to John M. Hunnicut in his 
history of Ludlow, Latta was a popular figure in the community and was nominated 
by both the Regulars and the Independents, the two political and frequently feuding 
parties in the nascent town.2 

Two issues immediately confronted the new council: regular transportation across 
the Ohio River and a locally run school for the growing number of children. A long-
standing problem was dependable ferry service between Cincinnati and the northern 
Kentucky area. The Ludlow ferry, owned and operated by Captain William McCoy 
and his sons—and popularly known as the Fifth Street Ferry because its Ohio land-
ing was at the foot of Fifth Street in Cincinnati—had no regular schedule. Ohio ferry 
service was more expensive. Latta, along with several other council members, formed 
a committee to resolve the ferry problem. Eventually a property tax of forty cents per 
hundred-dollar valuation and a one-dollar poll tax was levied to purchase and run the 
ferry. Townspeople disagreed over the property tax, and the problem was never solved 
until the railroad came to Covington and Northern Kentucky.3 

Before the charter of Ludlow in 1864, the local school was controlled and run by 
the state. As the population grew, state oversight proved cumbersome. With the issuing 
of the charter, the state notified Ludlow that the state would no longer maintain the 
school. Thereafter, the town assumed responsibility for the school, and the town paid 
the teacher. Considering that many of the townspeople were still concerned about the 
Civil War until Lee’s surrender in 1865, Latta and his fellow Ludlow council members 
had the town surveyed and divided into three wards, passed an ordinance against vice 
and immorality, and established a relief fund for the poor.4 

Latta’s lasting fame rests on his steam fire engine. The need for better fire pro-
tection, improvements in steam engineering, and the right friends and contacts all 
came together with Latta in the right place at the right time to reap the benefits. His 
beginnings were modest. He was born July 11, 1821, in Ross County, Ohio, to a 
farming family that moved to Cincinnati in 1827 after the death of his father in an 
accident. Latta was only 5 when his father died, forcing him to grow up quickly. He 
left school at an early age to help support his mother and brothers and found work 
with the David Bradford Woolen Mills, William Bylad (a ship joiner), and Samuel 
Cummings’ brass foundry.5 

In 1841, Latta went to Washington, D. C., on business. There he met Anthony 
Harkness, owner of a foundry and machine shop in Cincinnati. Apparently, Latta made 
such an impression on Harkness that Harkness offered him the job of superintendent 
of his foundry. In those early years, Latta held a patent for a machine that would 
bend the stirrups for steamboat paddlewheels (Patent 3,022 in 1843)6 and designed a 
huge lathe and planing machine for Harkness. George Escol Sellers, who knew Latta 
personally, believed the planing machine was “a masterpiece of mechanism.”7 By 
the time Harkness turned his attention to locomotive building in 1845, his shop was 
building steam engines and boilers for the steamboat industry.8 Latta appeared to be the 
natural choice to design and build the locomotives. It is here that Latta stumbled. Latta 
designed and built only two engines for the Harkness foundry; both were unsuccessful 
in performance. Additionally, each engine took longer than expected to construct and 
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was more costly to produce than could be recouped in its sale. Latta was removed 
from his position of locomotive designer and, dissatisfied with the offer of another 
position, left the Harkness foundry. Harkness expanded the business, and, over the 
next twenty years, the company produced thirty locomotive engines. In 1848, Harkness 
brought his son William into the business and gradually turned the management of 
the foundry over to his son. In 1852, Robert Moore, a longtime employee of the firm, 
became a partner. John G. Richardson, a foreman with the Harkness foundry from 
the beginning of the locomotive ventures, joined Moore in 1853, leased the Harkness 
foundry buildings, and formed the Cincinnati Locomotive Works, usually referred to 
as Moore and Richardson. Harkness was now financially secure and pursuing other 
interests. By 1853, his son was no longer involved in the company and, according to 
the Cincinnati Enquirer of November 23, 1853, tragically committed suicide in the 
family home in Glendale, Ohio.9 

Cincinnati Locomotive Works under Moore and Richardson prospered until ad-
versely affected by several bad investments, the Civil War, and the inability of southern 
customers to obtain credit for new equipment. Moore and Richardson did not have 
the capacity to manufacture the larger locomotives then 
in demand, and, in 1868, they declared bankruptcy. John 
H. White, Jr., stated that “the closing of the Cincinnati 
Locomotive Works marked the end of the locomotive-
building industry in that city.”10

Latta did not give up entirely his interest in building 
a locomotive. He held several patents for improvements 
including an automatic lubricator for axles and an improved 
wheel for steam carriages, as well as a metallic chimney 
to replace the glass chimney in oil lamps.11 In 1856, he 
designed a coal-burning locomotive that proved to be a 
total failure. Undeterred, he issued a catalog in 1857 listing 
improvements, but there is no evidence that a machine was 
ever produced.12 He made one last try—building a small 
steam locomotive, called a dummy, to be used on the new 
Cincinnati street railway. It was a mechanical success, but 
the Cincinnati Gazette of March 28, 1860, wrote that it 
frightened the horses so badly that it was deemed unsatis-
factory for public use.13 Earlier, the Cincinnati Commercial 
of March 2, 1860, had given the little engine a glowing 
review describing its features, in particular the directing 
of the exhaust steam into vertical waters tanks so that the 
familiar “choo, choo” was silenced. Another review a few 
days later stated that the engine passed every test and that 
not a single horse was frightened; nevertheless, as White 
concludes, not the Latta brothers nor anyone else ever 
produced a steam locomotive suitable for street use.14 

The threat of fire in Cincinnati was very real, and a 
number of prominent businesses went up in flames putting on what must have been a 
spectacular show. History of the Cincinnati Fire Department offers an excellent ac-
count of these fires.15 The need for fire protection was becoming a major concern as 
Cincinnati grew. Independent fire companies, using bucket brigades, were inadequate. 
Fiercely protective of their own territories, these companies often fought with each other 
while the structure they were meant to protect burned down. A central organization 
was called for. Several prominent Cincinnatians, led by Miles Greenwood, initiated 
a reform of the independent companies into a single fire department with paid fire-

This portrait of Miles 
Greenwood appeared in 
Henry Howe’s
Historical Collections 
of Ohio. Greenwood 
had the foresight, the 
funds, and the friends 
to push Cincinnati into 
modernizing its fi re 
system.
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She describes plasticity as re-visioning the relationship between form and itself, first 
citing Hegel: “Hegel shows that the subject is plastic in the sense that she or he is 
able to receive form (passivity) and to give form (activity)” (Vahanian 4). Malabou 
then argues that this relationship is not based on difference but on metamorphosis, 
that the “Hegelian subject trans-subjects itself constantly” (Vahanian 4). Malabou 
takes this idea of transsubjectivation and re-visions the gender binary as not based on 
difference but change. Her interpretation of Foucault elaborates transsubjectivation: 
“This transsubjectivation doesn’t mean that you become different from what you used 
to be, nor that you are able to absorb the other’s difference, but that you open a space 
within yourself between two forms of yourself. That you oppose two forms of yourself 
within yourself” (Vahanian 5). She argues that this interpretation of transsubjectivation, 
which absorbs from Hegel and Foucault, might also be called plasticity and implies 
the ability of the subject to re-form itself. In an article on neuroscience that relies on 
Malabou’s work to ground the intersection between understandings of the brain and 
political agency, Victoria Pitts-Taylor argues that Malabou “claims the possibility of 
controlling our neuronal destiny—and perhaps our broader social and political life” 
(638). The potential for such re-form is at the heart of Malabou’s concept of freedom 
as well; in the introduction to Changer de la différence, she writes:

These four texts [the essays in Changer de la différence] each contain, in their own ways, 
an address to Jacques Derrida, who accompanied me for so long and fi rst showed me 
the type of diffi culty awaiting a “woman” when she intends to become a “philosopher”. 
Another diffi culty being precisely how to manage to distance myself from him, Jacques 
Derrida, in order to be able to remain both, “woman” and “philosopher”. To be able, too, 
as the last text shows, to be neither one nor the other, in taking a decision not incumbent 
on anyone but me and which presents itself as a pure, radical affi rmation, without a single 
concession, of my freedom.

It is the concept of plasticity that allows Malabou to envision such possibility for 
freedom and re-form, the radical ability to not choose femininity or philosophy but 
to be both and to be herself; it is this radical possibility for self re-form and perhaps 
cultural re-form that she offers her readers. Though she does not state it directly in 
her introduction to Changer de la difference there still lingers in the connotation of 
plasticity that this cultural re-form may entail plastique, or revolution. Though she 
does not hint at gender in What Should We Do with Our Brain?, we might still read 
into this work a potential feminine audience, the women for whom she wrote Changer 
de la difference, when she writes: “To ask ’What should we do with our brain?’ is 
above all to visualize the possibility of saying no to an afflicting economic, political, 
and mediatic culture that celebrates only the triumph of flexibility, blessing obedient 
individuals who have no greater merit than that of knowing how to bow their heads 
with a smile” (79). 
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men, a new concept. Eventually an alarm system was instituted and a water supply of 
cisterns placed around the city.16 In 1852, Latta, with Greenwood’s encouragement, 
proposed a trial of his portable steam fire engine, pulled by four horses. 

Latta’s claim to be the first man to build a successful steam fire engine has been 
repeated so often that it is taken as unquestioned fact. White has speculated that this 
idea might very well have been taken from Latta’s own statement in 1857 and repeated 
in 1860 in his pamphlet “The Origin and Introduction of Steam Fire Engines: Together 
With the Results of the Use of Them in Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Louisville for One 
Year”: namely, that he “was the only man that has built a successful machine [steam 
fire engine] in this country or anywhere else . . . .”17 The idea for a steam fire engine 
was not new. Earlier experimental machines were made as early as 1828 in England 
by John Braithwaite and John Ericsson and were used for a brief time in Europe. An-
other machine was produced in New York by Paul R. Hodge, but, unlike Braithwaite’s 
lightweight machine, it was heavy, clumsy, and ultimately unacceptable.18 Regardless 
of the truth of Latta’s claim, it can be said that he did produce a workable steam fire 
engine at the time Cincinnati and the town fathers were receptive to the idea.19

Before Latta became involved in the design of his first steam fire engine, Abel Shawk, 
a small manufacturer of door locks and a photographer20 who was interested in steam 
engines, had purchased the patent rights to a steam generator designed by Joseph Bu-
chanan of Lexington, Kentucky, and had added copper coils. Although there are some 
discrepancies, Sellers provided one of the best sources of information about Shawk in his 
“Early Engineering Reminiscences,” written when Sellers was in his eighties.21 Shawk 
joined Latta and his brothers in partnership sometime in 1852 to produce a test steam 
fire engine made up of the Buchanan boiler, a small steam engine from Latta’s shop to 
run the generator, and parts salvaged from an older attempt at a steam fire engine by D. 
L. Farnham. The Cincinnati City Council had set aside a thousand dollars for Latta and 
Shawk to build and test their steam fire engine, which was reported to have produced a 
steady stream of water within five minutes through 150 feet of hose, but the frame with 
its wooden wheels proved unable to carry the weight of the machine.22

Buoyed by the success of the test run, Shawk proposed to the council that he could 
produce an efficient engine and guarantee its performance for the price of five thousand 
dollars. This proved to be completely unrealistic, and the eventual cost totaled ten 
thousand dollars and embroiled Latta and Shawk in a protracted legal struggle with the 
city for the full cost of the engine. The steam engine was named the Uncle Joe Ross, 
in honor of the city councilman who had championed the use of steam.23

The most important requirement for a steam fire engine was for a boiler that could 
produce steam at a working pressure quickly. Once a large fire was well under way, 
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it was impossible to stop, and the most that could be done was to try to keep it from 
spreading. Latta and Shawk chose to use the Buchanan boiler because it produced 
steam at working pressure in about five minutes by heating a small amount of water. 
Latta and Shawk modified the early Buchanan design by squaring the coil and placing 
it inside a rectangular iron box. The box had double-sided iron walls that formed a 
water leg. The Buchanan boiler was of the water-tube style and was dependent on a 
reliable pump to force water through the system at a precise rate. Boilers of this type 
can be called injection, continuous feed, or controlled circulation boilers.24 

Sellers in his “Reminiscences” believes that the partnership between Shawk and 
Latta was an uneasy one. Shawk wanted the simplest, most durable engine possible 
that incorporated a coil steam generator, steam cylinder, and pump and that was easy 
to handle and move rapidly. Latta believed that, because the machine was being built 
for Cincinnati, it was especially important that it be as perfect as possible; weight 
was of little consequence because he envisioned the engine as a traction engine that 
propelled itself. The self-propelling feature was eventually dropped; it took too long 
to get up steam on the way to the fire.25 

The Uncle Joe Ross was placed in service in 1852. The city was pleased with its 
performance and kept it in use until 1858.26 In 1853, the fire engine named Citizens’ 
Gift was purchased with funds from citizens and insurance companies. By the end of 
the 1860s, the fire department had purchased a number of other steam fire engines, 
some built by Lane and Bodley, the Cincinnati firm that purchased production rights 
from Latta in 1863. 

After the success of the Uncle Joe Ross, the former partners appeared to work 
separately. For some time, Latta had been working on his ideas for improvement of 
a tubular boiler using an open water box; he filed his ideas with the United States 
Patent Office in 1852 and received a patent in 1853. Earlier in 1853, Shawk received 
a patent for a similar tubular boiler but using a check valve water system. In 1854 or 
1855, Shawk constructed an engine called Young America, exhibited it in the East, 
and eventually sold it in Philadelphia for over nine thousand dollars. 

Latta sued Shawk for patent infringement, and Shawk countersued, alleging that 
Latta had abandoned his patent, that the patent contained no novel ideas, and that 
boilers similar to Latta’s had previously been used in a number of cities. At this point, 
legal technicalities intervened with the judge ruling that “special pleas” were not filed 
in a timely manner by Shawk and that Shawk did not provide the specifics required to 
prove that the ideas for the boiler were in use before any patent had been granted. In 
his instructions to the jury, the judge stated that Latta’s improvements on the older 
ideas were patentable and that the jury was to decide if Shawk’s boiler was substan-
tially different from Latta’s boiler—that is, was the type of water vessel an essential 
or material element to the invention? The jury found that Shawk had infringed on 
Latta’s patent and awarded Latta damages of five dollars. Latta was represented by 
Alphonso Taft; Shawk was represented by C. D. Coffin.27

Shawk was never able to sell any more fire engines after he sold Young America. 
He had exhausted the money from his former lock business and never recovered 
financially. Shawk was never given the public credit he deserved during the devel-
opment of the first successful steam fire engine, and Latta was never known to have 
corrected accounts of their partnership in the birth of the steam fire engine.28 Little 
more is known about Shawk.

Alexander Bonner Latta could look back on a successful career. In 1846, with his 
brothers Edmiston and Finley, he founded the Buckeye Works and made it financially 
rewarding. Sellers believed that Edmiston, in spite of a physical handicap, was a sound 
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Still, even with a fully engaged portrayal of Malabou’s work, During genders 
Malabou in noticeable ways. When describing the ways in which Malabou defends 
Hegelian philosophy from the critique that he leaves no room for the local or the 
idiosyncratic, During writes: “But the virtue of Malabou’s attractive Hegel is that, 
without glossing over any of the most intractable concepts in the Hegelian repertory, 
she can save Hegel from such a fate” (192). During’s romanticized version of Mal-
abou’s philosophical endeavor casts Malabou in the role of rehabilitating a “bad boy” 
(Hegel) through her “virtue.” And even During cannot resist credentialing Malabou in 
her conclusion, noting that Malabou’s achievements in Hegelian interpretation were 
“Inspired by her teacher and collaborator Derrida” (194). 

I can conclude from the above analysis that Malabou’s work on Hegel, plasticity, 
and neuroscience has tended to be ungendered, yet responses to her work, at least 
in the United States, have been remarkably gendered. Except perhaps in the case of 
Derrida himself, writers have generally construed her as a philosopher with feminine 
tropes, as demonstrated above. Even in the case of Jeannerod’s terse introduction, the 
absence of deepened explication, engagement, and critique differentiates Malabou’s 
reception from that of other French post-poststructuralists being translated for audi-
ences in the United States. 

In the end, it is Derrida’s work that may shed light on these questions about femi-
ninity and philosophy. In her essay on gender in Derrida, Peggy Kamuf examines 
Derrida’s reading of Heidegger, in which Derrida notes Heidegger’s refusal to connect 
the words “sexual” and “power.” Derrida points out that by attempting to silence the 
binary of sexuality, Heidegger only reinscribes that particular polarity and thus power 
dynamic. For Kamuf, this move is just as evident in Judith Butler’s work; she argues 
that Butler’s work on gender and sex is just as vulnerable to deconstruction as, say, 
Heidegger. But Kamuf also notes that Butler’s assertions about sex and power, in 
contrast to Heidegger’s, are “in the open: it is overtly a discourse of sexual politics, 
rather than always only potentially or in secret” (102). To follow Kamuf in her musings 
on Derrida and gender, whether one discusses the binary of sex or gender or attempts 
to avoid said binary, one is still continuing to inscribe the cultural binary, and hence 
power/powerlessness dynamic. Malabou seems to choose to vocalize her thoughts about 
sex over silence, realizing that either choice inscribes the male/female binary; in any 
case, male and female philosophers continue to inscribe gender power dynamics on 
their works, whether they overtly choose to do so or not. In Deep Time of the Media, 
Siegfried Zielinski does not mention the issue of gender politics in relationship to his 
idiosyncratic history of art, science, and media; yet, by including no women among his 
protagonists, he makes a statement of sexual politics nonetheless. Zielinski is rather 
like Cesare Lombroso, one of his roguish protagonists, who defies others to make use 
of his work in denigrating and subjugating women by registering a political objection 
to his own work: “he defines the relationship between the sexes as production for the 
benefit of the male” (Zielinski 221). Even though Lombroso spares one sentence to 
attempt to avoid ill effects from his entire body of work, Lombroso’s work, which 
does actually denigrate the position of women, still stands. As does Zielinski’s silence 
on gender politics, which inscribes the cultural binary of power/powerlessness. 

If Malabou were to make no comment at all on gender, she would still be inscrib-
ing the binary power structure of gender. If she does comment, the same result oc-
curs, except that by the overt proclamation of her experiences and theory, she might 
have some impact on the material conditions of women in philosophy or otherwise. 
Indeed, her version of plasticity offers hope for what Malabou describes as freedom. 
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by illegal gambling casinos run by the clientele that crossed the river, just a few 
minutes away. 

In contrast to the economic growth and cultural development which Newport could 
have shared with The Greater Cincinnati area, it took a sharp turn in the opposite di-
rection, in the early twentieth century. In fact, Newport became the Midwest’s “Sin 
City,” from its identification with vice and corruption. From Prohibition until the early 
sixties, illegal gambling, prostitution and nude entertainment made Newport a 20th 
Century boomtown and Cincinnati’s playground.11

The passage of the 18th Amendment or Volstead Act outlawing the distribution, 
sale and consumption of alcohol in the United States played a key role in organizing 
crime in Newport; for example, Prohibition caused legal businesses, like restaurants, 
taverns and cafes, to become “speakeasies,” or among Northern Kentuckians, they were 
called “tiger blinds.” This not only perpetuated criminal activity, but it also greatly 
increased the number of establishments in a community where “vice” already existed. 
By selling liquor illegally, the “tiger blinds” found that it was not that difficult to of-
fer other vice-related goods and services, like gambling and prostitution. The broad 
effect of a Prohibition law created a fertile ground for organized crime to foster and 
develop, quickly. What had been legal one day, was illegal the next.12 

Prohibition provided the accumulation of massive sums of cash for criminal enter-
prises. Since most people still drank, such activity illegally allowed a surcharge to be 
added to the price. This so called “crime tax” covered the additional costs and risks 
of operating an illegal business. With the increased profits, Newport had the extra 
capital to invest in more vice driven enterprises. 

Before Prohibition, corruption had always been present, but it was secretive and 
discrete. Payoffs assured that those who wished to participate in gambling, prostitution, 
and the other vices could, but away from the law abiding public. Under Prohibition, 
corruption gained a quasi-acceptance, and it soon became a tolerated part of life in the 
community; for example, liquor for family celebrations continued, but under Prohibi-
tion it came from the underworld, supplied by the bootlegger.13 

Consequently, Prohibition helped to institutionalize corruption. The public wanted 
vice tolerated and their liquor supply to continue. Politicians in Newport, like in so 
many other cities, began to appear publicly with bootleggers to dispel any doubts that 
it would be otherwise. Open bribery and public corruption became an integral part of 
American politics, in general. 

In Newport, not only was liquor sold illegally, but there were large-scale smuggling 
operations that provided beer, wine, whiskey and gin to these businesses. Small-scale 
production operations became a common means of supplementing income. Oral 
tradition has it that there were so many back-yard stills in Newport producing wine 
and brandy, that the smoke from these stills blocked out the sun from 1919 to 1932.14 

While this is certainly an exaggeration, undoubtedly, the production of “red” (illegal 
moonshine) liquor was commonplace in Northern Kentucky. In the early years of 
Prohibition, many major Syndicates including those of Al Capone, Dutch Schultz and 
Meyer Lansky15 purchased some of their stock in Newport, as well as in other Ken-
tucky locales. It is from these tiger-blinds that many gambling locations were created. 
In essence, massive scale gambling was organized and supported from the payoffs 
gained from liquor-based corruption. It was from the early local liquor Syndicates, 
that most of the key figures in Newport organized crime started.16 

Northern Kentucky played a prominent role in bootlegging during Prohibition. 
One of its most successful and colorful criminals was George Remus. He was born 
in Germany in 1874 and moved to Chicago with his family, when he was five. His 
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mechanic and may even have been the real brains of the company. Finley eventually 
became foreman of the city’s repair shop and was the engineer for the “Citizens’ Gift.”29 
Latta was the proud holder of a number of patents and was a faculty member of the Ohio 
Mechanics Institute, which had been founded by his friend Greenwood. Latta had gained 
a nationwide recognition for the first workable steam fire engine and put Cincinnati on 
the road to becoming the leading manufacturer of premier fire equipment.30 He was one 
of the foremost participants in the industrial life of Cincinnati and an active participant 
in the early government of his community, Ludlow, Kentucky. His son Griffin Taylor 
Latta followed in his footsteps as an elected official and successful businessman in 
Ludlow. Alexander Latta was fortunate to be able to retire when he was still young. 
Unfortunately, he did not live to see Ludlow grow into a modern city; he died April 28, 
1865, age 45, before he had finished his second year on the Ludlow City Council. He 
is buried in Spring Grove Cemetery. His last wish was to have a fire engine on top of 
his gravestone. This was soundly vetoed by the cemetery.31

These murals are from the former headquarters of the Cincinnati Fire Department 
located at the Cincinnati Water Works Eden Park pumping station. 
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Endnotes
1. Kenton County Historical Society, November–December 2007. It is thought Alexan-

der Bonner Latta moved to Ludlow in 1849 and lived there until his death in 1865. After A. 
B. Latta’s death, his son Griffin Taylor Latta had the old house torn down and built a large 
twelve-sided house at 254 Latta Avenue, which still stands. According to Mary Ann Kelly in 
her book My Old Kentucky Home, Good Night, on G. T.’s death in 1930, the estate was sold 
to Dr. and Mrs. Charles Stroup of another old Ludlow family. For many years, Mona Tritsch 
(the Stroups’ daughter) and her family resided there. Mona Jo Williams, her daughter, lived 
in the house until 1978. Mona Jo was a professional ballet dancer and at one time conducted a 
dance school in the house. Robert Charles Tritsch, son of Mona, lived in Terrace Park, Ohio, 
as late as 1978. In an interview in 1968 with Sigmon Byrd in his article “Israel Ludlow’s Little 
Town Still Has Charm,” in the Kentucky Post, July 27, 1968, Mona Tritsch said she believed 
the house was built by G. T. Latta in 1903 at a cost of about forty-five thousand dollars and 
that Mary Latta, G. T.’s daughter, was married in the house. In 2005, the house was sold for 
two hundred fifty thousand dollars and is now a residence and music studio. (www.zillow.com/
homedetails/254-Latta-St-Ludlow-KY-41016)

2 .John M. Hunnicutt, History of City of Ludlow, Ludlow Volunteer Fire Department, 
(1935) 18-19. 

3. Hunnicutt, 8-9, 14, 22. 
4. Hunnicutt, 21-23, 60. Although A. B. Latta served on the city council only a year and 

half, his son Griffin Taylor Latta was on the council until 1893. G. T. headed the committee to 
get a bond issue passed to establish the Ludlow Water Works. In a special election on July 4, 
1892, the issue passed, giving Ludlow the beginning of a regular water supply able to support 
the fire department. Latta served as the water works superintendent from 1894 to 1920. G. 
T. continued family involvement in his community, acting as an officer for forty years in the 
Kenton Building Association and the Ludlow Building Association. www.kenton.lib.ky.us/
gen/Kenton/Ludlow/people.html. 11/21/2007.

5. www.kenton.lib.ky.us/gen/Kenton/Ludlow/people.html. 11/21/2007. See also Sue Latta 
Cox letter at archiver.rootsweb.ancestry.com/th/read/LATTA/2003-01/1042302340.

6. www.google.de/patents/US3022. The details, claims made in support of issuance, and 
drawings of this and other patents mentioned may be seen at www.google.de/patents/and the 
number of the patent.

7. John H. White, Jr., “Alexander Latta as a Locomotive Designer,” Cincinnati Historical 
Society Bulletin 23 (April 1965) 128; George Escol Sellers. “Reminiscences,” American Ma-
chinist vol. 12 (December 19, 1889) 2.

8. White, 11.
9. White, 11-43. Anthony Harkness died of cancer in 1858. From humble beginnings, he 

became a wealthy and respected businessman. He was one of the founders of Glendale, Ohio, 
still one of the premier residential communities northeast of Cincinnati.

10. White, 43-46, 143-144. Moore died in 1887, and White believes Richardson died in 
1901 and is buried in Spring Grove Cemetery, Cincinnati, Ohio.

11. www.google.de/patents. US Patent 17,972, issued November, 1857; US Patent 15,297, 
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by corrupted local, state, and federal officials from the Prohibition Era (1919-1932), 
to the reform campaigns of 1959-1962, which helped to evict an entrenched Syndicate 
crime organization.
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General Joseph Hooker

The city of Newport fronts the Ohio River and it lies directly across from Cincin-
nati, Ohio. It is located at the confluence of the Ohio and Licking Rivers in Northern 
Kentucky’s Campbell County. The founders in 1791 named the community for the sea 
captain, Christopher Newport, who piloted the first settlers to Jamestown, Virginia. 
Newport, Kentucky was incorporated as a town in 1795. It benefited in its develop-
ment in the 19th Century from its proximity to Cincinnati, a vibrant commercial center 
and the “Queen City” of the Midwest. In 1803, when 
Ohio gained statehood, a military camp, Newport 
Barracks, was founded in Newport on the banks of 
the Licking and Ohio Rivers. Newport became a “Sin” 
City during the Civil War, when a garrison of Union 
troops was established there, just across the river from 
Cincinnati.9 

General Joseph Hooker, one of the Commanders 
of the Northern Department headquartered in Cincin-
nati which included Newport, was known to let wives 
of Union soldiers into Union camps during military 
campaigns and while garrisoned in Civil War camps. 
The wives could be with their husbands, be allowed 
to share the food and supplies and more importantly 
their Union Army pay. Prostitutes also lived around 
the camps; euphemistically, they were called Hooker’s 
girls, and later it was shortened to Hookers.10 Many 
prostitutes came into Newport for the soldier’s busi-
ness. The establishment of prostitution was followed 
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criminals. This proved to be false. The local officials were not the only ones corrupt 
in keeping a “hands-off” policy toward illegal gambling, prostitution and other vices 
committed by criminals and organized crime.3 

Prominent Kentucky politicians such as Senator Alben Barkley, Vice-President 
under President Truman, and Governor Albert Chandler also were taking Mob payoffs. 
FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover was blackmailed by organized crime, over his Mob 
arranged successful business investments, travel perks, and fixed California, Del Mar 
Race Track winnings. These unsubstantiated activities as well as the rumors of his 
homosexuality, cross dressing, and African-American Ancestry, haunted Hoover. He 
acted brutally against homosexuals and African-Americans, while he was Director 
of the Bureau of Investigations in 1924. This agency became the FBI in 1935. But it 
was not until 1957 that Hoover acknowledge the existence of organized crime.4 By 
that time, the Jewish Syndicate and Italian Mafia had been entrenched for decades in 
Northern Kentucky. 

On June 11, 1968, Northern Kentucky University was founded. Less than a week 
earlier, on June 5th, Senator Robert F. Kennedy, the person most responsible for the 
existence of Northern Kentucky University, in Campbell County, Kentucky was as-
sassinated. This was just six years after Newport, Kentucky had become the largest 
city in the United States to expel an organized crime Syndicate. 

Northern Kentucky has long been considered a stepchild to the rest of Kentucky. 
Even our dialect is mid-western and more closely aligned with that of Southern Ohio 
and the Cincinnati area. This is in stark contrast to the various Southern and Appalachian 
dialects throughout the rest of Kentucky. The early primitive road system and the sur-
rounding hilly terrain isolated Northern Kentucky from the rest of Kentucky. Northern 
Kentucky is part of the Greater Cincinnati Area, but many residents in Kentucky, Ohio 
and Indiana consider those who live in Northern Kentucky, sociologically beneath 
them. This attitude has been mostly fostered from the earlier pejorative moniker for 
the city of Newport: “Sin City.” 5 (See “Cross Section U.S.A.: Sin Town,” by Monroe 
Fry, Esquire Magazine, May 1957, p. 84.)

The Wall Street Journal’s rating of state governments in the October 4, 2010 issue, 
listed Kentucky as the worst run government of the 50 states. The survey analyzed data 
ranging from debt rating agencies, to unemployment trends, violent crime rate, median 
income, and overall government management.6 This article historically characterizes 
Kentucky Government negatively. 

In my interview with Nick Clooney, he added that one of the major causes for the 
perceived onus that Kentucky has been and still qualifies, as one of the most corrupt 
states in the United States, is the designation of “wet” and “dry” counties. In one of 
the largest hard liquor producing states in the nation, this equivocal attitude toward 
alcohol fosters wide-spread criminal activity.7 Even with our nation’s low opinion of 
Kentucky, many “down-state” Kentuckians considered, just 50 years ago, Northern 
Kentucky even lower. We were the Yankees, gangsters, gamblers, whores, and pimps. 
Today, the perception of many Kentuckians, about Northern Kentucky, is not that much 
better. The corruption of local state and federal officials has had dire repercussions 
for Northern Kentucky’s past, especially, in the city of Newport. The belief held by 
much of the general public in Northern Kentucky that organized crime was an ac-
cepted entrepreneurial endeavor run by capitalists explains why Northern Kentucky 
had become a sectional pariah to the rest of the state.8 

This essay will focus on the growth of crime bosses, organized crime, and the re-
formers. It will show what resulted from the “hands-off” policy in Northern Kentucky, 
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issued July 8, 1856; US Patent 39,154, issued July 7, 1863. Latta was also issued patents for 
a safety valve for steam engines (US Patent 14,963, issued 1856); an improvement in steam 
generators which divided the coils and shortened the time for the water to pass through the tubes 
and produce steam (US Patent 11,025, issued June 6, 1854); and a different way of attaching 
the valves which he claimed improved the independent motion of the valves within the cylinder 
(US Patent 10,119, issued October 11, 1853). It is doubtful many of his inventions were actu-
ally used. Around 1863, he also developed a method to aerate bread. He was a man of many 
interests. (Biography—Latta, Alexander Bonner #2, folder, “A Kentucky Inventor,” paper by 
John Burns for the Kenton County Historical Society, undated, Kenton County Library.) 
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15. History of the Cincinnati Fire Department, Firemen’s Protective Association of the 
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cal Society Bulletin 28 (Winter 1970) 317. Even Christopher Ahrens, successor to Latta steam 
engine patents, felt it was worthwhile to use this “first” steam fire engine tag line in the catalogs 
of his fire engine company long after steam had been replaced by gasoline and diesel. 
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20. Mary Sayre Haverstock, Jeannette M. Vance, Brian L. Meggitt, eds., Artists in Ohio, a 
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1845 in Hamilton, Ohio, as a portrait and view photographer whose daguerreotypes had been 
shown in an Ohio Mechanics Institute fair. Sometime between 1840 and 1849, Shawk married 
Phoebe Ann Marsh of Hamilton, Ohio. Sellers mentioned in his Reminiscences that Shawk’s 
daughter, Caroline Shawk Brooks, became a professional sculptress. See www.hcgsdata.org/
brides/Marh-Maz.shtml. Charles Crist, in his book, The Cincinnati Miscellany, Or Antiquities 
of the West and Pioneer History, published in 1846, also writes that Shawk was known for his 
daguerreotypes. 

21. Sellers, “Early Engineering Reminiscences,” American Machinist vol. 12 (December 19, 
1889) and vol. 13 (January 2, 9, 23, 1890) Cincinnati Historical Society MSS VF 728. Sellers 
was a respected engineer who moved to Cincinnati from the east in 1841. He knew personally 
Latta, Shawk, Greenwood, and many other of the leading local industrialists. Sellers long pro-
moted his own idea of a center rail system between the two main rails of track with additional 
wheels added to the locomotive to boost the ability of locomotives to handle steep grades. He 
was ultimately unsuccessful and was forced to close his shop. White provides an excellent 
description of Sellers’ dream and his ordeal to get his idea accepted in Chapter 3 of White’s 
book Cincinnati Locomotive Builders (Cincinnati Museum Center, 2004).

22. White, 325-326. 
23. White cites an interesting conflict of opinion regarding the naming of the Uncle Joe Ross. 

Joe Ross was a Cincinnati city councilman with a keen eye on budget reform who often produced 
the only negative vote in meetings by thundering “I object” and thus became commonly known 
as the “Great Obstructionist.” White in his article on the “first” steam engine points out that, 
while some remember Ross as supporting the need for more modern fire equipment, some do 
not—in particular Sellers, who lived in Cincinnati during the birth of the steam fire engine. His 
recollections, corroborated by several elderly men still alive at the time Sellers published his 
reminiscences (1884–85) and directly involved in the negotiations for the fire engine, contradict 
the city council minutes, which generally favor the project. Regardless of who did or did not 
advocate for a more modern steam fire engine, White believes Cincinnati can claim to be the 
first major municipality to replace hand pumpers with steam engines. 
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Northern Kentucky, The State’s 
Stepchild: Origins and Effects of 

Organized Crime*
by Richard Challis 

Oral History Project

“I believe (that this nation) is the only one where every man, at the call of the 
laws, would fl y to the standard of the law, and would meet invasions of public 
order as his own personal concern.”

—Thomas Jefferson1

“Non-cooperation with evil is as much a duty as is cooperation with good.”
—Gandhi2 

The future Sheriff of Campbell County, George Ratterman sent me, a seventeen 
year old high school student in 1961, a membership for “The Committee of 500.” 
Fifty-one years later, I will be graduating from Northern Kentucky University with a 
Master of Arts degree in Public History. This college and later university founded, in 
1968, would not have existed in Campbell County, Kentucky without U.S. Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy’s involvement in Northern Kentucky’s reform movement. An 
entrenched Jewish Syndicate and Italian Mafia organized crime element was expelled 
from Newport, Kentucky; the largest city in the United States to have done so. This 
local community had changed its attitude towards the myth about organized crime. 
Many people in Northern Kentucky, up to that time, believed that there was a differ-
ence between a good entrepreneurial organized crime figure and the “bust-out joint” 

* Editor's Note: The following article is based largely on “oral history,” a type of historical 
narrative that is crafted primarily on fi rst-hand personal interviews with the personalities 
who were present during important historical moments. Such a history is grounded fi rmly 
in the oral tradition of the culture, rather than exclusively on secondary documentation. 
As with memoirs, oral histories must depend on human memory and human feelings 
and thus are subject to all of the biases and vagaries that accompany human memory. 
Yet, in many cases, such memory is all that the historian has on which to build his or her 
historical account.



From: Hungerford, Edward. The Story of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad 1827–

1927. Vol. 1. New York: Putnam’s, 1928.  

 

(Note from Robert T. Rhode: Trains left Camden Station, Baltimore, June 1, 

1857. They arrived in Cincinnati on the 3
rd

.) 
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Cincinnati was to be reached the next day at noon, and rumors already had 
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filtered forward to the train of the magnificence of the welcome that was to be 

tendered there. . . .  The trains began arriving at the station of the Little Miami 

Railroad (over the tracks of which the Marietta and Cincinnati then ran, from 

Loveland) at a little after one o’clock and were greeted by vast numbers of 

people. Not only the fire companies, but the militia, were out and there was a 

superabundance of band music. More speeches . . . and then the entire party 

sweeping into the great rotunda of the Burnet House, where there were still more 

speeches. . . .  Again the hotel accommodations, even of a very considerable town, 

were exceeded and private houses once more came generally into play. It was 

estimated that twenty thousand folk came by rail from afar to the celebration at 

Cincinnati; and the entertaining of these was no easy matter for the town. 

 

 In the morning, before the arrival of the excursion specials, the fire 

department and the militia had paraded through streets gaily caparisoned for the 

stupendous event. Some of the stores had shown a ready wit in preparing their 

individual decorations. Thus the hardware establishment of Tyler, Davidson & 

Co., which displayed: 

 

THE IRON TRACK IS THE ONLY TRUE BOND OF UNION 

THE RAILROAD STORE 

 

 D. W. Fairchild had an inspiration when his retail mart put forth in huge 

letters: 

 

A LOCOMOTIVE IS THE ONLY GOOD MOTIVE FOR RIDING A MAN ON 

A RAIL 

 



.            .            .            .            .            .            . 

  The greater part of the outdoor form of the entertainment that day was 

contributed by the Cincinnati Fire Department. In fact, there were times when it 

was somewhat difficult to distinguish whether the celebration was in honor of the 

opening of the new railroad or the acquisition by the fire department of 
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several new steam fire engines. At four o’clock in the afternoon, the firemen 

having paraded all the morning and so worn off their excess energy, the fire bell 

sounded and all the bright new engines responded. Again we give way to the 

words of the official historian—Mr. William Prescott Smith: 

 

 . . .  The engines, each drawn by four powerful horses, speedily came, like 

flaming heralds, from every direction; huge volumes of heavy black smoke 

pouring from their chimneys. Ever and anon they gave a shrill shriek as if to 

challenge each other to the mighty contest. Fifth Street market place [Fountain 

Square] was already filled with crowds of people and house tops, fences, and 

carriages were loaded with additional spectators. In just two minutes the ladders 

arrived, and in less than another minute were raised against the highest buildings 

in the neighborhood—five stories high—and the firemen were on the roofs. In 

less than three minutes after the signals, the hose carriages came dashing through. 

 

 . . and in four minutes the first water was on and the pipe from which it issued 

was on the roof of a five-story house. . . .  In less than six minutes from the first 

tap of the bell, steam was up and six engines were throwing streams. . . .  The 

multitude shouted at the appearance of every new jet but the firemen worked in 

perfect silence. . . . 

 

 To any one knowing volunteer firemen, this last statement is a little hard 

to believe. It taxes credulity to think that fire-company rivalries should have 

descended, in the Cincinnati of the ‘fifties, to afternoon-tea pleasantries. . . .  We 

turn from Mr. Smith’s account for the moment and find the dispatch sent that 

night to the Chicago Times from its correspondent on the spot. He also paints 

word pictures; and uses little restraint in them: 

 



 . . .  Fifth Street market place presented a spectacle worth crossing the 

ocean and climbing mountains to see. Nothing since the Roman emperors looked 

down upon armies 
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of gladiators butchering each other in the Coliseum had been seen like this. The 

housetops all around the square were densely covered. Every window was filled. 

The square seemed walled in with human faces. Hundreds of banners fluttered 

from the windows. Shawk’s engine took position at the western side of the place. 

Latta’s institution, The Citizen’s Gift, was at the east side. Other engines had 

position in Main and Sycamore streets, two or three squares away. . . .  Soon half 

a dozen streams were being thrown, hissing amid a cloud of rainbows. The 

Marion threw a stream so long and strong it excited vast admiration. The Citizens’ 

Gift threw a ponderous volume of water but was said to be saving her strength. 

Shawk’s engine was slow in getting to work but finally threw a stream as muddy 

as the Ohio on a spree and as powerful. . . . 

 

 We desist. But must pause long enough to record a note of tragedy. The 

new silk hat of Mr. Cass, the Secretary of State, was the victim. One of the 

resplendent fire engines—history does not record whether it was The Marion or 

The Citizens’ Gift of the unnamed, but powerful, Shawk’s contraption—threw an 

irreverent stream into the carriage where sat the great man, alongside Mr. Wilson, 

the new president of the Marietta railroad; and the silk hat of the Secretary of 

State went rolling down into a Cincinnati gutter, an irretrievable wreck. Neither is 

there record exactly what the Hon. Lewis Cass said on that trying occasion, but 

the newspapers are a unit in saying that he soon recovered his composure. 

Whether he recovered the hat is not stated. 

 

 There were not one, but many, formal dinners in Cincinnati that night. 

Vast amounts of food . . . and drink. Speeches, not merely by the dozens, but by 

the hundreds, perhaps by the thousands. . . .  None of them shall be repeated here.  

 

. . .  Playing bands all over the town. And, finally, in the classic shades of the 

Burnet House, a great ball that was to live for long years in the annals of the 

place. 

___________________ 




