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Indianapolis’s Female Economy:   

The Work History of the Notorious Mrs. Clem 

 

Wendy Gamber 

 

This essay draws on my book, The Notorious Mrs. Clem: Murder and Money in the 

Gilded Age, which chronicles the life and times of an alleged (and probably actual) Indianapolis 

murderess.
1
 Nancy Clem may strike readers as a strange inspiration for a conference called 

“Hoosier Women at Work.” But given that I am a historian of women and labor, her work 

history is part of what drew me to her. Clem was by turns a farm girl, respectable urban 

housewife, boardinghouse keeper, street broker, supposed originator of the Ponzi scheme, prison 

laundress, peddler of patent medicines, and “female physician.” Various women workers, 

including domestic servants, a dressmaker, a prostitute, a secondhand dealer, the keeper of a 

jewelry and notions store, a pioneering “lady” journalist, the proprietor of a major downtown 

hotel, and the Superintendent of the Indiana Female Reformatory, helped to determine Clem’s 

fate.  Even as prosecutors invoked the ideology of separate spheres, trial testimony revealed a 

robust nineteenth-century female economy, one that encompassed paid and unpaid labor, and 

various forms of business (some legitimate, others less so).  Limits of time and space prevent me 

from reconstructing this economy in full. Instead, I’ll use the experiences of “the notorious Mrs. 

Clem” as a jumping off point for sketching the wide range of women’s economic activities in 

late nineteenth-century Indianapolis.  I’ll also explore the ways in which these very pursuits 

became entangled in legal and political debates, for Clem’s trials served in part as referendums 

on “working women” and women’s business.  
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*** 

Like many Hoosiers, Nancy Clem, née Hartman, came to Indiana from the upland 

south—in her case from the North Carolina Piedmont. Around 1831, a very young Nancy, along 

with her parents and seven surviving siblings, settled in rural Pike Township, in the northwest 

corner of Marion County.
2
  We know little about her early working life as the daughter of a 

“plain farmer,” but we can safely guess what it encompassed. Women cultivated gardens that fed 

their families; they preserved fruits, vegetables, and meats; they cooked, cleaned, and sewed. 

They sheared sheep, processed their wool, and spun it into yarn. They milked cows and tended 

chickens; they churned the butter and collected the eggs that purchased the things Indiana 

farmers could not grow—coffee and tea, needles and nails, hammers and hoes. This was the life 

and livelihood that Nancy’s three older sisters, each of whom married a prosperous farmer, opted 

to pursue. Nancy did not follow in their footsteps. She married William Patton, a plasterer and 

part-time school teacher, who had already signaled his intention of moving to Indianapolis.
3
 

In many ways, Nancy Patton recreated the patterns of rural life in the city (although to 

describe Indianapolis in the early 1850s as a city is perhaps an exaggeration).
4
   She grew and 

preserved a good deal of the food her family ate, including peaches from the trees she planted in 

her yard. She also tended a garden on a city lot some distance from her home. She may have sold 

her surplus produce at one of the city’s markets.  Possibly she kept chickens or even a cow 

during her early years in Indiana’s fledging capital; real estate notices, including those 

advertising property directly adjacent to the downtown business district, listed “cow lots” among 

the featured amenities.  Even had she enjoyed  the help of a servant, Nancy Patton would not 

have escaped the rigors of housework; respectable city folk swept, scrubbed, and washed more 

often and more thoroughly than did their country cousins.
5
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William Patton died of unknown causes in 1857. He left behind two houses, one in which 

his widow and child continued to reside, another that brought in a small rental income—not quite 

enough to comfortably support Nancy and her six-year-old son.  Hence she did what many 

women would have done: she took in boarders. “Think she had four at one time,” her brother 

Matthew, would recall. Like most such women, she did not describe her dwelling as a 

“boardinghouse;” to do so potentially placed her in the same socially suspect category as 

servants, washerwomen, and prostitutes. Nevertheless Nancy “did her own work,” that is, she 

kept house—providing her lodgers with room and board—without the assistance of a servant.  

She fared well during her widowhood, acquiring a reputation for "industry and frugality."
6
 

According to some accounts, Nancy Patton found an additional way to make ends meet, 

loaning out money William left her and charging interest. It may be impossible to document the 

extent of what contemporaries called street brokering, but scattered evidence suggests that it was 

a relatively common practice.
7
 Lending money—and collecting interest when the loans came 

due—was a type of business open to anyone willing to risk the resources at his or her disposal. 

And it was a business uniquely accessible to women. Ventures of this sort could be easily 

combined with housework and childcare, small-scale profits hidden from tax collectors and, 

when necessary, from nosy relatives and meddlesome husbands. 

Indeed, the widow Patton considered her business ventures worth protecting, for in 1859 

when she married a grocer named William Franklin “Frank” Clem, she signed a prenuptial 

contract that gave her “control of . . . her own business affairs.” People would later argue over 

whose idea the agreement had been, whether it furnished evidence of Frank’s “manly” 

consideration or Nancy’s grasping avarice. Nancy certainly exercised no more than her legal 

right. Married women's property acts passed by the Indiana legislature in 1852 and 1853 granted 
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her control over any property she possessed prior to her marriage, but continuing to do business 

on her own account required a special arrangement. Certainly this was a sensible decision for an 

enterprising widow to make; without it, anything she earned belonged to Frank.
8
 

Apart, perhaps, from the prenuptial agreement, Nancy Hartman Patton Clem’s story to 

this point was unexceptional. Her history of unpaid labor and small-scale entrepreneurial 

ventures such as money-lending and taking in boarders was commonplace, probably just as 

typical of women’s undertakings as various kinds of wage work.
9
  But in the spring of 1868, 

Clem would begin to make history.  She joined William J. Abrams, a longtime friend of her 

family, and Jacob Young, a longtime friend of both Abrams and Clem’s brother, Silas, in series 

of complex, mysterious, and secretive transactions.
10

  What exactly they entailed—despite the 

gallons of ink that newspapers would later spill on the subject—remains uncertain. What can be 

said is that the enterprise relied on a frenetic cycle of borrowing and lending. Those who agreed 

to loan their money were promised, and in many cases realized, high rates of interest. Investors 

included William Duzan, Clem’s family physician; Arthur L. Wright, the Marion County 

treasurer; and Stephen Keyes Fletcher, a member of one of Indianapolis’s first families. They 

also included Clem’s dressmaker, Ann Hottle, who invested—and lost—her life savings of $925. 

Commentators would attach various labels to this venture —“confidence game,” “Cassie 

Chadwick system”—but most likely, the trio carried out what would later become known as a 

Ponzi scheme. Newspapers would later peg Clem as the originator of this particular con, a claim 

that is almost certainly without merit.
11

  

 The scheme ended within nine months, when the bodies of Jacob Young and his wife, 

Nancy Jane, were discovered at Cold Spring, a popular recreation spot on the west bank of the 

White River, just a few miles northwest of Indianapolis.  Whether, as prosecutors would allege, 
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Jacob Young threatened to reveal Clem's business dealings to her unsuspecting spouse when—

unexpectedly denied a $22,000 loan from Dr. Duzan—she could not repay him, or whether the 

murderers simply knew that he carried a large sum with him on the day that he drove to Cold 

Spring is unclear.
12

  No one will know for certain what happened on the afternoon of Saturday, 

September 12, 1868, but this is the prosecution’s version, a reconstruction based almost entirely 

on circumstantial evidence: William J. Abrams purchased the shotgun that lay on the sand near 

Jacob Young’s body. Silas Hartman, Clem’s ne’er-do-well younger brother, rented a horse and 

buggy that transported him to the scene of the crime. There his sister, Nancy Clem, having 

accompanied the Youngs on their weekend excursion, joined him in committing “cold-blooded 

atrocity.” Hartman killed Jacob Young with the shotgun. Clem shot Nancy Young with a pistol 

that was never found, striking her with a rock or the pistol itself when the bullet failed to effect 

Young’s immediate demise.
13

 

*** 

Nancy Clem stood trial four times for the Young murders.  Two resulted in hung juries, 

two in convictions, each of which her attorneys successfully appealed to the state supreme court.  

A fifth ended in a plea of nolle prosequi when Marion County authorities decided they could not 

afford further prosecutions.  Each of these trials became a spectacle, for the prospect of an 

outwardly respectable middle-class woman accused of first-degree murder created enormous 

public interest—in Indianapolis, the state of Indiana, and the nation at large. As was typical of 

notorious murder cases, both prosecution and defense commanded impressive arrays of legal 

talent. As was also typical, private attorneys for all practical purposes tried the case; public 

prosecutors tended to be young, inexperienced, and not especially qualified to try important or 
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complex cases. Three established practitioners lent the state much-needed assistance. One of 

them was Clem’s neighbor, future United States president Benjamin Harrison.
14

  

Both sides would make the most of their legal expertise, the prosecution citing precedent 

that endorsed the value of circumstantial evidence, the defense invoking authorities who declared 

its fallibility.
15

 But given the paucity of hard evidence linking the defendant to her alleged crime, 

both sides would also have to construct stories about Clem herself. As the historian Ann Jones 

has observed, “Where issues are blurred, attention centers on personality, or to use the 

nineteenth-century term, character. The question becomes: Is the accused the sort of person who 

could have committed the crimes charged?”
16

 

Here prosecutors faced a problem, for Clem was an unlikely murderess. Her alleged 

offense was not a woman’s crime. She had purportedly conspired to kill a business partner, not a 

lover or husband.  If she did murder Nancy Jane Young, she had employed a pistol rather than 

poison, the usual female weapon. And she was not the kind of woman nineteenth-century 

Americans typically envisioned when they thought of murderesses.  By the standards of her 

day—standards that, to be sure, were in flux—Clem was respectable, not disreputable. She was 

not, in nineteenth-century parlance, a woman of “ill fame.” Rather, she was the wife of a “worthy 

tradesman” of unquestioned character, a man who sat at her side for the duration of her trials, 

testament to his belief in her innocence. Clem dressed in “very appropriate and unobtrusive” 

attire, not the ostentatious finery of a prostitute or a servant aping her betters. “Her manners were 

those of a well bred lady.”
17

 

To be sure, prosecutors invoked familiar cultural scripts. “Mrs. Clem goes to Mr. 

Young’s house . . . at night. . . . No other woman visited Young in that clandestine way,” 

prosecuting attorney John Dye proclaimed.  Benjamin Harrison (who played only a minor role in 
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Clem’s first trial, but a major part thereafter) alluded to “frequent and mysterious visits paid to 

[Young] by Mrs. Clem. . . . She, a married woman—without the knowledge of her husband, and 

not only without his knowledge, but carefully concealing from him the fact—is found frequently 

visiting the house of Jacob Young, and going into a room with him privately and apart from 

others. What does this mean?”
18

   

Yet money, not sex, was at the heart of the case. As Harrison and his colleagues were 

forced to admit, “business relations” explained Clem’s “frequent and mysterious visits” to Jacob 

Young. Consciously or not, prosecutors cast about for another means of tarnishing her character. 

They opted for a rhetorical strategy predicated on gender deviance, but one that departed from 

familiar scenarios that distinguished passionless ladies from degraded prostitutes. Clem, in John 

Dye’s words, was "a woman of brain and of power.” This was hardly a compliment; rather it was 

evidence that an apparently ordinary woman had seized masculine prerogatives. Clem, as Dye 

saw it, wielded a particular kind of power, not a sexual power, the sort identified with the 

villainesses of antebellum crime literature. Clem's power, rather, was a “calculating” power, one 

that explained her ability to commit premeditated murder. She was, after all, a woman who 

possessed “more than ordinary executive ability.” In Dye’s refashioning of criminal femininity, a 

likely murderess was not a “strange woman”—the minister Henry Ward Beecher’s famous 

euphemism for a prostitute. She was a woman of business. 

 She was also self-reliant. Here Dye shrewdly exploited an opportunity Clem’s physician 

Dr. Duzan had unwittingly provided. In testimony Dye considered “absolutely startling,” Duzan 

declared his willingness to do business with Clem again. “She is a wonderful woman,” Duzan 

had claimed, “strong-minded, self-reliant, and inflexible in the pursuit of her purposes.” Dye did 

not find Clem quite so wonderful. Rather, he pronounced her “self-reliant and God-defiant.”
19
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 Dye’s summation implicitly invoked his belief that respectable women belonged in the 

home, not the marketplace, a social configuration, as his memorable rhyme suggested, 

established by divine as well as human authority. “Is there any more such women? For the honor 

of the sex, and for the credit of our city and of humanity, God forbid that there should be one 

other such woman on the continent.”
20

 Whether he meant a “self-reliant woman,” a murderess, or 

both was not entirely clear. If female self-reliance explained murder, it also threatened to become 

a crime itself. 

 Dye’s colleague, William Pinckney Fishback, imbued Clem’s antenuptial arrangement 

with sinister meaning, insisting that “such a woman was well qualified to act a part in this 

tragedy.” That Clem had chosen money over love, economic autonomy over male protection, 

was evidence of a cold heart, a calculating disposition—and guilt. Clem’s business dealings 

exceeded the requirements of financial necessity or even prudent foresight.  “She stepped out 

from the plain, straightforward path of duty as a faithful wife, to enter upon the dangerous paths 

of financial speculation.”  For Fishback, the faithless wife was not an adulteress but one who 

ventured boldly into the marketplace.
21

 

 The defense advanced its own definition of marital fidelity, one that was more in keeping 

with the common sense of the farmers who dominated successive juries. Rather than lament 

Clem’s entry into the marketplace or bemoan her avariciousness, attorney William Wallace 

Leathers praised her reputation for “economy” and “industry,” qualities that rendered her a 

“faithful wife” and “model woman.”
22

  No one defended Clem’s business endeavors as fiercely 

as did her lead counsel, John Hanna. His closing arguments offered a populist defense of 

working people in general and of “self-reliant” working women in particular. Hanna appealed to 

listeners who viewed women’s participation in family economies as both expected and essential. 
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He acknowledged that Clem had been “foolish” to conceal her dealings from her husband but 

otherwise approved her diligence and savvy. Far from condemning Clem’s self-reliance, he 

praised her “great business tact.” “Trumpet-tongued” prosecutors, Hanna implied, had little 

respect for working people, not even for the honest farmers who sat on the jury. Not so John 

Hanna. “I honor the men and women who work . . .  If you want virtue, industry and solid worth, 

go among the women who work. Go to the women who stand before the wash tub,” Hanna 

thundered. Countering the prosecution’s portrait of an avaricious predator and faithless spouse, 

Hanna, as had Leathers, depicted his client as an able manager and dependable contributor to 

family coffers—just the sort of woman jurors might have married.
23

 

*** 

Courtroom rhetoric offered two contrasting visions of gender, economy, and the expected 

duties of “faithful wives.” One, articulated by the prosecution, was urban, and for its time and 

place, modern. In condemning Clem’s “self-reliance,” Dye, Fishback, and, eventually, Harrison 

championed the ideology that historians have come to call the doctrine of separate spheres, a set 

of cultural principles that assigned men to the marketplace and women to the home. These 

beliefs had partisan overtones; Whigs, and later Republicans, were more likely than Democrats 

to embrace them.
24

  

But separate spheres was a concept that many Indianapolis and Marion County 

residents—even as late as the 1860s—would have found unfamiliar. In fact, the 21-year-old 

county prosecutor made a major blunder during Clem’s first trial. When he disparaged the 

defendant for “doing her own work” during her widowhood, he very likely offended the 

gentlemen of the jury, almost all of whom were married to women who managed without the 

help of servants.
25

 And no one had to look very far to find evidence of women’s active 



10 

 

involvement in the city’s economy. One needed to look no further than William J. Abrams’s 

conspicuous consumption of firearms on the morning of the murder. Abrams—or someone who 

looked very much like him—encountered at least two businesswomen as he shopped for a 

shotgun. Rebecca Marot’s secondhand furniture store had no guns for sale. The Exchange Store 

did, but Josephine Stevens, the twelve-year-old daughter of its proprietress, asked a higher price 

for a rusty double-barreled shotgun than the man was willing to pay. That he purchased the 

infamous weapon from a man—a clerk at Solomon Brothers pawnshop—was the result of a 

serendipitous combination of availability and price, not the absence of women from the urban 

marketplace.
26

 

 The gender ideology invoked by the defense reflected the necessities and sensibilities of a 

rural, and to a certain degree, Democratic society. Democrats believed that white men were the 

masters of their households, but they also believed that all who constituted those households, 

including faithful wives and dutiful daughters, had economic contributions to make. Like their 

legal opponents, William Leathers and John Hanna, were Republicans. Both, however, had once 

been Democrats. They left their party, but not its gender conventions, behind.
27

 

*** 

 Courtroom lawyers were not the only people concerned with women’s economic status. 

Mary Livermore, the future vice president of the soon-to-be-formed American Woman Suffrage 

Association, was a featured speaker at the woman’s suffrage convention held in Indianapolis 

during the summer of 1869. Livermore reiterated what she had said at earlier gatherings in New 

York, Boston, Syracuse, and Lowell: she considered the “closing of avenues of remunerative 

labor against them,” like the denial of the franchise and limited access to education, a “wrong 

inflicted on women.”
28
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No one mentioned Nancy Clem in the course of this conversation; to do so would have 

attached added notoriety to an already controversial cause. And woman’s rights advocates who 

lobbied for legislation that would allow married women ownership over the wages they earned 

were not thinking of female street brokers, like Nancy Clem at her most innocuous, or even 

shopkeepers like Hattie Stevens whose store William J. Abrams had allegedly visited on the 

morning of the Young murder. The list of working women Livermore compiled some years 

later—“saleswomen, cashiers, bookkeepers, telegraphers, compositors, stenographers, type-

writers, watchmakers, chemists, pharmacists, journalists, authors, lecturers, physicians, lawyers, 

clergywomen”—was notable for its exclusion of entrepreneurs. Livermore justified both 

earnings laws and vocational training as a hedge against “incompetent” husbands, rather than a 

right to which women were entitled. “Many men make neither good nor competent husbands. 

Many are incompetent, others are invalids, some are dissolute and idle, and not a few desert 

entirely both wives and children,” she declared in her most famous speech, “What Shall We Do 

with Our Daughters?” Such a position was, of course, strategic, far more likely to sway the 

members of all-male legislatures than a bold declaration of rights.
29

 It left a crucial question 

unanswered: did women married to competent and prosperous husbands have the right to engage 

in business on their own accounts? 

 Neither a stenographer nor a clergywoman, but undeniably a woman of business, Nancy 

Clem raised precisely this question. Her trials took place before the passage of Indiana’s earnings 

act in 1881; hence her legal ability to “manage her own business affairs” depended on a 

prenuptial agreement rather than a general statute. The men who served on successive juries 

were charged with determining whether she was guilty or innocent of murder, not whether she 

had a right to the profits she had earned. Yet competing interpretations of the political economy 
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of marriage were central to the narratives constructed by her prosecution and defense. They 

echoed a cultural conversation that took place in many arenas—in feminist demands; in 

statehouses, as legislators contemplated revised married women’s property acts and earnings 

laws; in courts, as judges considered women’s claims; and in myriad negotiations between 

husbands and wives. The proper exercise of female self-reliance—especially as it applied to 

married women—would remain contested. Both prosecution and defense agreed that faithless 

wives deserved to be punished. But each had proposed its own definition of fidelity. The subtle 

but significant differences between them created a slender continuum between wifely 

dependence and limited autonomy, granting ambitious women a narrow cultural space in which 

to maneuver. 

Perhaps Nancy Clem is not the best example for a conference that “celebrate[s] the many 

contributions of women’s work to Indiana history.”
30

  I would argue, however, that she does 

have a contribution to make, both to Indiana history and the history of the U.S. as a whole.  Her 

story reveals just how fragile and embattled the doctrine of separate spheres really was, as an 

ideology, not just as a practice.  It reveals as well the significance of forms of work that defy the 

standard parameters of labor and business history. Scholars have shed little light on the wider 

sphere of working-class and especially middle-class women's economic activity—the power, 

however limited, they wielded as property owners and bank depositors, the economic 

arrangements they negotiated with fathers and husbands, the value accorded their unpaid 

household labor.
31

  Partly this is because our narrow definitions of labor (usually meaning wage 

work) and business (usually connoting the tangible solidity of the store, factory, or corporation) 

obscure the multiple junctures at which women (and men) entered economic life. Clem offers us 

one way in. 
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*** 

What became of the notorious Mrs. Clem?   She remained incarcerated between 1868, 

when she was arrested for the Young murders, and 1874, when the nolle prosequi plea set her 

free.  Once released she resumed the same sort of informal banking enterprise that previously 

brought her notoriety—taking out loans, promising high rates of interest, and loaning borrowed 

funds.  This time, her unhappy business associates lived to tell the tale.  After losing several civil 

suits, Clem was successfully prosecuted for perjury and sentenced to four years in the Indiana 

Reformatory Institution for Women and Girls.  There she became the very person her former 

attorney John Hanna once had valorized: a woman who stood before the washtub. She 

considered her assignment to the Reformatory’s laundry “punishment”—in part because washing 

was hot, dirty, backbreaking labor, in part because of laundry work’s servile associations.
32

 

 Shortly after her release from the Reformatory, Clem was once again in business, this 

time as a traveling saleswoman for Slavin’s Infallible Female Tonic. Like similar medicines, 

“S.I.F.T” was advertised as a remedy “for all female complaints,” including “painful or 

suppressed menstruation.” Both its name—it was, after all, “infallible”—and the symptoms it 

purportedly cured implied none-too-subtly that the concoction could be used as an abortifacient. 

Clem, who sometimes styled herself “Mrs. Dr. Patterson, Female Physician,” however, 

prescribed it indiscriminately, making the papers once again when one of her patients, an African 

American Civil War veteran, died after drinking three bottles of Slavin’s Tonic.  (She was never 

prosecuted; the results of an autopsy proved inconclusive and her alleged victim was neither 

wealthy nor white).
33

  

Early in 1897 Clem began experiencing symptoms of what was then termed Bright’s 

disease, an inflammation of the kidneys that might have manifested itself in back pain, vomiting, 
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or swelling. She fell ill after returning to Indianapolis from a sales trip and never recovered.  On 

Wednesday, June 8, a little after eleven in the evening, “the historical little old woman,” as one 

reporter had described her, passed into history. Those who hoped that she would reveal what she 

knew of the Young murders were disappointed. “[S]he died,” the Indianapolis News reported, 

“with her lips sealed.”
34
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