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1

proLoGue

in January 1910, just a few months shy of her seventeenth 
birthday, Lydia harvey disappeared. she bade farewell to the 
motley crew at Mrs Logan’s boarding house in downtown 
Wellington, new Zealand, where young men and women, 
new arrivals to the city, took their meals together in a thread-
bare dining room after long days of work. she wrote to her 
mother, who had her hands full of children back home in 
the small provincial town of oamaru, telling her that she 
had taken a job as a nursemaid to a rich couple, who were 
bringing her with them to London. she gave notice to Mr 
harlow at the photography studio where she had recently 
got a job, where families in nice clothes and lines of orderly 
children came to buy Kodak cameras and develop pictures of 
their travels. Then she boarded a brand-new steamship, with 
500 third-class berths and a triple-expansion steam engine, 
which could cut through the waves of the pacific and land 
her in Buenos aires in less than a month’s time. Then, she 
seemed to disappear.

a working-class, provincial girl like Lydia was meant to 
be a respectable servant in the home of a wealthier woman: 
scrubbing, cooking and caring for children for well over 
seventy hours each week. This was, in fact, why she had first 
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come to the big city, joining a small army of young women 
who left rural and provincial towns the world over, travel-
ling sometimes ten and sometimes 10,000 miles, on trains, 
roads and steamships, to answer the hungry call of the urban 
middle classes for live-in domestic servants. for more than a 
century this had been the natural order of things: working-
class young women were essential fixtures in middle- and 
upper-class households, without whom the wealthy would 
have to scrub, cook and care for themselves.1

But as the twentieth century dawned, this system was in 
crisis, and the demand for servants far outstripped the supply. 
More and more young women were expressing their opin-
ions on domestic service with their feet. Like many others, 
Lydia was desperate to pull herself out of this low-paid, low-
status job and, seizing one of the growing opportunities for 
young women in shop work, she had landed a post at a pho-
tographer’s studio. it was a move up, but she still wore plain 
cotton and unfashionable hats, and her purse was empty by 
the end of the month.

a new world of travel, luxury and consumer goods lay 
just beyond her grasp. she had seen the nice dresses and the 
fine shoes in the windows of shops and in the thin pages of 
catalogues; she had held the cameras and the travel photo-
graphs. each morning as her commuter train snaked its way 
to Mr harlow’s photography studio, she saw the steamships 
at anchor in Wellington’s wide blue harbour, waiting to carry 
people to sydney, London and new york. as she returned 
home, she walked among the young women who smoked 
cigarettes and danced the night away, who kissed young men 
in corners, who had begun to claim the dangerous, exciting 
spaces of the city as their own. so when she met a beautiful 
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woman and a handsome man who said they would give her 
nice dresses and help her to travel, she made the wager of a 
lifetime.

Three weeks later, a once-unaffordable steamship ticket 
was in her hands. But when the handsome man and beautiful 
woman met her beneath the Buenos aires sun, their masks 
began to slip. six harrowing months later, Lydia was finally 
found in London by Metropolitan police detectives, shiver-
ing in a hand-me-down dress and trying to catch the eye of 
passing men under the electric lights of piccadilly circus. 
They brought her back to Great Marlborough street police 
station, and here she told her story, or at least the parts the 
police wanted to hear and the parts she elected to reveal.

Lydia’s story, however it was told, unfolded in an era that 
was obsessed with the idea of the exploited prostitution of 
young, white women. The public was hungry to read such 
melodramatic, sexualised stories of innocence and ruin, and 
books with titles like From Dancehall to White Slavery and 
The Girl who Disappeared became early twentieth-century 
bestsellers. To the authors of cheap novels and newspaper 
exposés, Lydia harvey was another bit of fodder for a salacious 
plot or an eye-catching headline. To those who campaigned 
for better laws and policies to ‘rescue’ and ‘reform’ traffick-
ing victims, Lydia harvey was a morality tale. in the eyes of 
moralisers and sensationalisers alike, Lydia harvey was a girl 
– that is, an unmarried, working-class young woman who 
was dangerously unformed. Girls like Lydia were in need of 
protection and control, in order to prevent their being lost 
to the twilight world of vice and prostitution.

early feminists saw girls like Lydia a little differently. To 
women’s suffrage campaigners, whose movement was gaining 
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1: as the panic over ‘white slavery’ and ‘the traffic in women’ swept 
the world in the early twentieth century, many feminists and 

women’s suffrage campaigners argued that this particular kind of 
exploitation was a direct product of women’s underpaid and unpaid 

labour in other sectors. This image, created by M. hughes of the 
suffrage atelier in Britain, was used as a postcard around 1910.

 Lydia Harvey.indd   4 22/01/2021   13:03



Prologue

5

strength at the same time as she crossed the pacific, the Lydia 
harveys of the world were at the sharpest end of gender 
inequality. They were the ultimate victims in a society where 
women were given no political say and where iniquitous eco-
nomic systems forced girls to choose between the hardships 
of exploited labour and the miseries of prostitution.

To the London police, meanwhile, Lydia harvey was 
seen as a tool to be used to prosecute her traffickers, who 
were ‘beasts in human clothing’ and ‘fiends in the shape of 
a man’: the most despised of all criminals.2 But she was also 
considered by them to be part of a legion of ‘inveterate liars’: 
one of the women who walked slowly down the West end 
pavements night after night.3 To those who sought to rescue 
girls from these lives of prostitution, meanwhile, Lydia was 
a project, a creature to save and reform. and to the traffick-
ers who followed her as she walked the London streets, she 
was a willing if naïve ally in their bid to get rich in one of the 
world’s most lucrative underworld industries.

inside the stories other people told about her, the real 
Lydia harvey disappeared again and again. she was no one. 
Who she was, what she wanted, what happened afterwards: 
none of this mattered. she joined a legion of missing girls, 
whose brief appearances in newspapers and books remained 
uncomplicated by their past experiences of poverty, abuse or 
their exploitation in other kinds of work. no one took any 
notice of their dreams, ambitions and desires. in the hands 
of newspaper reporters and moral reformers, stories like 
Lydia’s served as cautionary tales for any young working-class 
woman who longed for adventure and travel, for better pay 
or better working conditions and, if they dared to imagine 
it, for a life of luxury and romance. The end of the story was 
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always an imagined punishment for girls who had, in the 
parlance of the time, been ‘ruined’: ‘her slavery lasts some 
five or six years as a rule,’ noted one dramatic writer, ‘and 
then she is flung out upon the streets, her character gone, her 
hope dead, her body diseased, to die before long either in a 
workhouse or a Lock hospital.’4 The missing girls in these 
ubiquitous stories were condemned to a short life of misery, 
disease and degradation; they ‘vanished forever beneath the 
slime of the underworld’ and remained ‘literally nameless 
and unknown’.5

But Lydia harvey is not nameless, or unknown. she 
refused this story. in a soho police station in July 1910 she 
gave a witness statement that would form the key piece of 
testimony that saw her traffickers brought to some semblance 
of justice. This witness statement, and the archive file into 
which it was tucked, opened up a small window onto the 
full and extraordinary life of a young woman who crossed 
two oceans, walked the streets of world cities, denounced her 
abusers and reinvented herself. This book tells the story of 
her incredible journey and the people whose lives entwined 
with hers along the way. it reconstructs the events that led up 
to one forgotten yet dramatic trial, and follows the threads of 
its remarkable afterlife.

Lydia harvey has almost disappeared from the histor ical 
record. after the trial was over, she was sent home. her new 
Zealand-bound steamship travelled down the Thames and 
out of sight, and she slipped off the archive page. The police 
officers signed off on their final reports; the newspapers 
reported the trial’s outcome; her traffickers, once they had 
served their time, melted back into the underworld; and 
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Lydia’s grateful letters to her social worker dried up. for the 
historian, that would usually be where her story would end: 
a useful illustration, an anecdote, a glimpse of a life we could 
not know beyond the archive file in which we found her, its 
pages crumbling at the edge.

Lydia harvey, and millions of young women like her, left 
very few traces in the archives. if we are lucky, we can find 
birth, marriage and death certificates: enough to include 
them on a branch of a family tree. There may survive a 
handful of school records or health reports or, if they lived 
in a country that kept census returns, we might be fortunate 
enough to have a brief snapshot of their household on census 
night. of course some young women kept diaries, and many 
wrote letters, but precious few of these remain. can we blame 
their authors for burning them in the grate or tossing them 
in the bin – for thinking that their words didn’t matter?

Lydia and similar young women are usually missing from 
the great histories that have been written about this tumul-
tuous era. Their stories of adventure and risk, of work and 
abuse, were rarely recorded, and even more rarely remem-
bered. at first no one looked for them; and now, fifty years 
after historians first began writing about women in the past, 
we have yet to incorporate them into popular historical 
understanding. They are still, at best, footnotes to histories 
of supposedly more important things.

This is especially true of poor, vulnerable and margin-
alised girls and young women who were often, in the words 
of saidiya hartman, ‘only visible in the moment of their 
disappearance’.6 hartman writes about young black women 
who were killed in the atlantic slave trade, about whom 
nothing remains but a line in a ledger, briefly describing their 
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death. White Western girls like Lydia were given the oppor-
tunity to make a deeper mark on the historical record, but 
it remains true that the moment that rendered Lydia visible 
was one of extreme duress. it is only because of her pain 
and suffering, and her vulnerability to coercion, control and 
judgement by both criminals and state authorities, that we 
can see her at all.

This glimpse i had caught of Lydia harvey could have 
been left that way: a small story woven into a broader 
history of trafficking, migration, work and crime in the early 
twentieth century. But the more i put her into this wider 
historical context, the more she herself faded from view. and 
so i tugged at the threads of the archive in which she briefly 
appeared, and began to unravel the stories inside. This book 
starts with the presumption that her life, as well as the lives 
of those who trafficked her, those who investigated the case, 
those who helped her and those who told her story, deserve 
histories of their own. it insists that these small histories can 
tell us just as much, if not more, about the early twentieth-
century world as those sweeping histories that dominate our 
bookshelves, in which girls like Lydia become nobodies. and 
it shows how breathtakingly human such stories can be.

so how can we find a nobody of a girl – a girl who was 
supposed to disappear – from more than a hundred years’ dis-
tance? a decade ago, such things would not really have been 
possible. We can only find more glimpses now of Lydia in her 
world because of the immense changes that our own has wit-
nessed. We do not have more information. The gone is still 
gone, and parts of Lydia’s life remain lost, presumably for ever. 
But through our computer screens and high- resolution scan-
ners, our algorithms and our search engines and databases, we 
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have a greater ability to find and collate the traces that Lydia 
harvey has left behind, more ways to unravel archives and 
connect their threads to others. These new ways of search-
ing digitally help us better access the rich details hidden in 
the physical archives that house the ledgers from courts, the 
schedules from censuses, the telegraphs that travelled along 
wires beneath oceans, the fingerprints and photographs and 
criminal records that were part of a great traffic in paper at 
the dawn of international policing. stitching together thou-
sands of these precious details, i have tried to reconstruct 
Lydia’s life. i have attempted to understand – amid all the 
stories that other people had told about her – how she saw 
herself.

in Lydia’s incredible journeys across two oceans and in the 
tangled streets of three cities, her life became inextricably 
entwined with the lives of others. some of these men and 
women – the police officers, the social workers and the news-
paper reporters who became involved in her case – helped 
to shape a response to trafficking and prostitution that has 
echoed down the years, and which profoundly impacts upon 
women, not so dissimilar to Lydia harvey, in the present day. 
others left almost as small a mark on the historical record as 
Lydia herself did: the man and the woman who coerced her 
into selling sex in Buenos aires and London, who brokered 
her travel, abused her and pocketed her earnings. This, how-
ever uncomfortable it may be, is their story, too.

Why should we listen to any of these voices: the powerful 
and the powerless, the criminals and the victims? Because 
they provide a panoramic view of profound but incredibly 
complicated social problems, whose parameters, causes and 
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solutions look different depending on whose eyes we see them 
through. These interconnected narratives are a specu lation 
on what might be gained when we consider more than one 
perspective – when we seek to understand in the round. it is a 
polyphonic history that makes visible the range of forces that 
shaped Lydia’s story, and thousands of other stories like hers. 
This historical collage enables us to explore different avenues 
of thought, discover the many ways people had of living their 
lives and understand the complex networks of hearts, minds 
and money that spanned the globe. each unique standpoint 
creates a new window through which we can view the early 
twentieth-century world.

Together, Lydia’s story and the stories of those whose lives 
briefly entangled with hers illuminate some of the darker 
corners of the dawn of the twentieth century, a period that 
witnessed the beginnings of many of the laws, ideas and 
institutions that shape our lives in the present day. it was an 
era that was hungry for social reforms, better laws and more 
effective justice, but also one in which more and more power 
to surveil, identify and incarcerate was put in the hands of 
the state, and when the poorest and most vulnerable were 
pushed further to the margins. it was a society in motion, 
a better-connected planet, a land of commerce and oppor-
tunity; but it was also an era that was laying the groundwork 
for the systems of draconian border control, globalised 
capital and militarism, exploited labour and organised crime 
that we still live with. it was a world where working-class 
women dreamed of better and fought to attain it, but where 
aspiration could turn to exploitation in the blink of an eye.

The six lives found in this book were lived at a moment 
of transformation, and their experiences illuminate the 
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profound changes the world was experiencing as the new 
century dawned. Between the lines of this forgotten trial 
and the stories that spun out of it lies a history of globalised 
crime and international policing; of revolutionary social 
reforms, unprecedented global travel and harsh new migra-
tion restrictions; of exploited labour and sexual labour; and 
of the world-changing rise of modern media. Lydia harvey’s 
story unfolded against a backdrop of a world in flux, a world 
that working, travelling, aspiring young women helped to 
build, often at great cost. This book is a history of the dawn 
of our modern era, narrated through the perspective of a 
nobody named Lydia harvey, and written in the shadow of 
all the girls who really have disappeared. in telling her own 
story, under great duress and after great hardship, Lydia 
harvey left one small but unforgettable mark on the histor-
ical record that has helped make visible her world. she didn’t 
change history. But the story of her ambition, her exploit-
ation and her determination can change which histories we 
believe to be important.
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