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Runaways, Delinquents and Unruly Girls: The Long History of Gender and Incarceration  

Fifteen-year old Mae Wright arrived at the Washington State Training School for Girls near the 
remote town of Fort Mound in February 1915 shivering and “practically ragged.” Mae lived with fifty-
two other girls in a refurbished shed without heat because the state had neglected to include oil in the 
budget. Girls ages twelve to eighteen huddled by the lone fireplace, ate pigeons and hogs but were 
forbidden by the staff from milking the cows because as city girls, they might harm the animals. Mae 
farmed, dug ditches and hauled wood to construct a platform to the railroad station. A local newspaper 
article referred to Fort Mound as a “bowery of beauty,” but it was a prison for girls in Washington. 
Washington State passed the Juvenile Court Law the previous year. Vagrancy, prostitution, spending time 
in a pool hall, incorrigibility, truancy, the use of “vile, vulgar and profane conduct,” lingering around 
railroad tracks, rebellious behavior, and “wandering in the night without being on lawful business” were 
all criminal acts that signified delinquency.  

Mae was one of many girls captured by the state and confined at Fort Mound. Her official crime 
was truancy and incorrigibility, but a brief sentence in her court record mentions consorting with boys. 
Unruly Girls is the untold story of the imprisonment of girls in Washington and nationally using 
documents from the Washington State archives that no one has requested in at least twenty years. 
Innovative scholarship is excavating the histories of the incarceration of adult women, but we know little 
about the experiences of girls.  Most states built training schools, and they resisted describing them as 
prisons. Three intertwined narratives structure my book: Mae in 1915 when the prison opened, Linda in 
the 1950s as Fort Mound became a cottage system preceded over by social workers and renamed the 
Maple Lane School, and Gail in the 1990s and present who was incarcerated at age fifteen during an era 
of tough on crime laws and released twenty years later. Prison matrons, a social worker who writes a 
Reader’s Digest story about the girls, local farmers, the first female governor of Washington, families and 
educators all enter the narrative.  

Mae, Linda and Gail represent a broader story about how the state has punished girls who lived 
outside the bounds of what society deemed appropriate gender and sexual behavior.  Over and over, they 
are punished for sex out of wedlock, having boyfriends and girlfriends, being in public space, and flouting 
norms about how to dress and look.  The book explores how the state invented different meanings of 
delinquency to control the girls filling its courtrooms and punish gender rebellion and same-sex and 
interracial relationships, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s. Caseworkers’ files from the 1950s and 
1960s frequently cite overfamiliarity with a person of a different race and sex outside of marriage as 
evidence of criminality and psychiatric damage.  

Girls endured brutal punishments and forced labor in the 1920s and 30s. By the 1950s, as Fort 
Mound grew overcrowded, the warden renamed it the Maple Lane School. She announced they would no 
longer use straightjackets, inject girls with nausea-inducing drugs and shave their heads. According to the 
state, the girls were no longer sinners in need of brutality and labor, but psychiatric cases in need of 
treatment by social workers. Linda, age sixteen, arrived at Maple Lane in the early 1960s after giving 
birth to her son. Her diagnosis: inadequate personality. The case notes describe her as a wild animal. Yet, 
in letters to her mom, she is a distraught teenager, who pleads to see her son and for her freedom. To 
leave Maple Lane, her cottage parents expected her to demonstrate politeness, compliance and hostess 
skills. A judge sentenced Gail to sixty years when she was fifteen. Gail spent part of her teenage years in 
Echo Glen, the latest incarnation of Fort Mound/Maple Lane. Solitary confinement was her frequent 
punishment for disobedience to staff or intimacy with her girlfriend. She regained her freedom after 
twenty years, and as an adult, she reads the archival material as part of our collaborative digital 
community archive project. 

I place the stories of the girls at the center of the book precisely because the archive reflects the 
control the state held over them. The book seeks to document not only repression and hardship but the 
friendships, first loves, escape plots, and moments of joy and rebellion. Twenty girls ran away together on 
Christmas 1955.  They wrote love poems to each other and coded messages about boys. Some demanded 
education beyond stenography and home economics. In a primer on how to con the staff, a fourteen year 
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writes, “Use flattery. Show respect. So what if Mrs Smith is a dog?  Pat her on the head.” The stories of 
Mae, Linda and Gail restore humanity to girls who were classified by the prison as ladies, delinquents, 
thieves, prostitutes, “schizoids” and criminals.  

It is critical that we understand the history of imprisoning girls. As a society, we are still 
grappling with the incarceration of young girls. In 2022, the Vera Institute for Justice released a report 
calling for an end to the incarceration of young people.  Over ninety percent of girls, GLBTQ and non-
binary and transgender youth who enter the prison system have experienced sexual violence.  Even today, 
girls who defy expectations of gender and sexuality are incarcerated, even as more people demand the 
abolition of youth prisons.  

 
Sources and organization: With funding from a Mellon Foundation Northwest 5 Engaged Humanities 
grant, I have made numerous trips to the Washington state archives, and digitized hundreds of files from 
the Department of Institutions that are the basis for this research. There are documents from 1913 to 1981 
including newspaper articles, land and building design, population reports, escape attempts, letters from 
girls at the school, detailed case workers notes about girls in the 1960s, and oral histories with people who 
worked at the school.  I will return to the archives several times in Spring 2023.  I have a longstanding 
relationship with the head of Juvenile Rehabilitation at the Washington Department of Children, Youth 
and Families, who will make their historical files available for the book. The Russell Sage Foundation 
also has material from a 500-page report in the 1920s on training schools for girls in nine different states 
that will allow a broader national comparison.  I have also secured permission from the Department of 
Corrections to visit the Fort Mound/Maple Lane building which was closed in the 1990s. Many of the 
secondary sources are familiar to me as I regularly teach courses on the history of gender and prisons. The 
work of archival scholars Michelle Caswell, Jarred Drake and Saidiya Hartman have been invaluable for 
conceptualizing how archival material is a manifestation of state decision-making and power.  My 
previous books have utilized interviews and ethnographic fieldwork, which will enable me to undertake 
oral histories. Through my other work on higher education in prison, I have a strong connection to a 
network of women and girls in Washington who were and are incarcerated, and they have been working 
on the digital archive project with me.  
 
Chapter Outline: 
The book interweaves the stories of Mae and Linda with Gail’s experiences in prison as a teenager, and 
her perspective on the archive to illuminate how the past haunts the present. 
Introduction: Seeing the Future The Washington Department of Corrections attempted to reopen Maple 
Lane/Fort Mound as a prison for women and girls in 2018. A coalition of activists working with the local 
community protested, and eventually they were able to keep it closed. Gail describes the archive files as a 
time warp; as she reads the past, she knows what the future holds.  
1. Mae Fort Mound 1915 In the first decades of the prison Mae and others labored, sewed, and endured. 
Few had completed education beyond eighth grade, and when Lt Governor Coyles visited in 1923 he was 
aghast that they were not allowed to write more than one letter to their families. Some of these letters 
survive along with reports of women’s societies, wardens and oral histories of staff.  
2.  Mae, Linda, Gail: Training Girls Using the Russell Sage foundation report on training schools 
throughout the United States in the 1920s and 30s, I focus outward to the invention of the delinquent girl, 
and the developing network of juvenile court that ensnared girls in the prison system.  
3. Linda: From Straightjackets to Social workers 1951-1961 The superintendent, Helen Shank, renamed 
the prison as a specialized treatment center for imprisoned girls. With state funds in the 1960s, she 
oversaw the construction of nine cottages each housing an invented category of girl: the oedipal girl, the 
omnipotent delinquent, and “the conformist” where Linda is placed. With cottage parents, the state 
anoints itself as the replacement family as case workers increasingly blame “shiftless fathers” and 
mothers with “no sense of maternal duty.” An employee publishes “Common Sense Magic” using 
confidential information about the girls’ histories and their families. For the first time in forty years, 
Linda and others receive a high school education.  



3 
 

4. Gail: Present and Past “Ungovernable at home, perpetually truant at school and sexually 
promiscuous.” Gail reads about the girls in the 1920s and 1950s. She discusses her own crime and early 
years in the same juvenile prison before being transferred to adult prison at age seventeen.  
5. Mae: “Jubilant Delinquents?” Only white girls were initially imprisoned at Fort Mound, but by the 
forties and fifties there are African- American and Native American girls in prison population records. 
This chapter looks at what life was like in the Martha Washington School for girls where African-
American girls were initially jailed. There are disturbing references in the same documents to girls whose 
mothers were also incarcerated at Fort Mound in previous decades or sent to the state psychiatric hospital.  
6. Linda: “From swaggering delinquents to poised young ladies” The initial rationale for Fort Mound 
was to remove girls from a prison with boys. However, by 1968, boys from the nearby juvenile prison are 
bused in for classes and participate in dances, swimming, and sports. A superintendent writes “normal 
contacts between boys and girls reduce tension which arise when they are kept apart and minimize the 
extent of homosexual activity.” The cottage parents teach submission and domestic skills through classes 
and religious instruction. 
7. Gail: Present and Past Gail is transferred to Arizona in her late twenties, surviving over seven years in 
solitary confinement. The superintendent of the prison in Washington, who Gail describes as a surrogate 
mother, intercedes so she can return. Gail reflects on what family means in prison. 
8. Mae and Linda: Runaways:  From the 1920s onward, girls attempted to escape with such regularity 
that the prison had a policy of not informing police until twenty-four hours had passed. From the studies 
of sociologists and oral histories, we learn what happened when girls left Fort Mound/Maple Lane.   
9. Abolitionist Archives: Fort Mound/Maple Lane became a mental health institution in the 1980s and 
then closed. Boxes of files were shipped to the state archives, and the girls were transferred to a newly 
built prison, the Echo Glen Juvenile detention center.  Gail receives a college degree in prison and upon 
release works to end youth incarceration as she complete law school.  
 
Competencies, skills, and access  
I am the author of three previous monographs and a co-edited collection. I have also published about 
gender and prisons in popular outlets such as the Boston Globe, The Nation and the Chronicle of Higher 
Education.  I received an NEH fellowship in 2011 to complete my third book, God in Captivity: The Rise 
of Faith-Based Ministries in an Age of Mass Incarceration. The book was reviewed widely including on 
CSPAN Book TV. I was interviewed on NPR’s Fresh Air, MSNBC, and have participated in two 
documentary films about my book Straight to Jesus: Sexual and Christian Conversions in the Ex-Gay 
Movement.  I am also the founder, first Executive Director, and now Faculty Director of the Freedom 
Education Project Puget Sound (FEPPS). I co-founded this organization with incarcerated women at the 
Washington Correction Center for Women (WCCW) in 2011, and we now have a nationally recognized 
higher education in prison program.  
Final product and dissemination  
I believe there is a broad readership for stories of girlhood and prisons. It is relevant especially at this 
post-pandemic moment where states have experienced unprecedented declines in the number of people in 
adult prisons, and activists are demanding that we close prisons for young people. This book can inform 
these struggles. I would engage organizations I am connected to such as the Vera Institute, which has a 
policy area on young people in prison, the Alliance for Higher Education in Prison, a national 
organization for hundreds of college in prison programs nationally which also organizes a national 
conference. The Alliance often choses a book to distribute to prison programs and universities nationally.  
I have published two books with Beacon Press/Random House, and my editor there has expressed interest 
in this book.  I am also in talks with Brian Distelberg at Basic Books with whom I previously worked.  I 
am currently designing a website on Omeka where all the primary documents from the research will be 
available publicly, which will expand readership of the book. I would launch the digital portion of the 
project in collaboration with the WA State History Museum and ideally time it to coincide with the 
publication of the book.   



Work plan 

I have spent months immersing myself in the archival material, and I will have completed most research 
in the archives by the end of 2023.  I am requesting 12 months of full-time support to complete a draft of 
the book and to devote to writing.  I plan to conduct any follow-up research and writing in Washington 
State.  I will submit my book proposal to my editor at Basic Books in March 2024 and have a complete 
manuscript by December 2024.  My goal is to publish the book in early 2025, almost one-hundred years 
from when the first girl arrived at the Washington Training School for Girls. 

In Spring 2023, I will teach a class on the Archives at the University and at the prison where I run a 
college program so I will have further opportunity to engage with the material and to hear how 
incarcerated and non-incarcerated college students understand it.  In June 2023, we will hold a one-day 
workshop/conference tentatively titled, “Archives of Gender and Incarceration in Washington,” so that 
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated people, community organizations, faculty and students can 
collectively respond to and discuss the histories of Fort Mound/Maple Lane. This will inform the 
narrative of the book in the present.  I will also complete most oral history interviews in 2023.  

2024 Timeline 

January- March:  Drafting Chapters 1 and 2 on the early history of Fort Mound and the development of 
training schools for girls nationally. Visit to the site of Fort Mound to meet with the building caretaker 
and Department of Corrections Coordinator.   

April-June:  Complete drafts of Chapters 3, 5 and 6, which focus on the Maple Lane cottage system and 
the short-lived Martha Washington school based on archival materials from the 1950s and 1960s. 

June to July: Conduct remaining oral histories with survivors of Fort Mound/Maple Lane in the 1960s 
and 70s.  Complete Chapter 8, Runaways, on what happened to many of the girls who were imprisoned in 
the 1960s and 70s.  

August to September:  Complete the chapters on Gail’s experience as a juvenile in prison based on her 
recollections and oral histories.  Write chapters 4 and 7.  Meet with the records division of the Department 
of Youth Children and Families to assess their historical records of Echo Glen Detention Center. 

October to December:  Finish the Introduction and Chapter 9.  Submit full draft to Basic Books by 
December 2024.   
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EDUCATION 
New York University 

Ph.D., 2002, Department of Social and Cultural Analysis; M Phil., 1998, 
American Studies 

 
Brown University 

 A.B., summa cum laude, May 1995 
 Major: American Civilization and Latin American Studies 

 
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
2015-present Chair, Crime, Law and Justice Studies and Associate Professor 

Department of Religious Studies, University of Puget Sound  
 

2008- 2013 Associate Professor, Department of Comparative Studies and Criminal 
Justice Research Center, Ohio State University  

 
2004-2008 Assistant Professor, Department of Comparative Studies and Criminal 

Justice Research Center, Ohio State University  
 
2002-04 Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow in the Humanities, Religion Department, 

Barnard College 
 
NON-ACADEMIC 
2017-present   Faculty Director, Freedom Education Project Puget Sound (FEPPS) 

 
2012-2017       Executive Director, Freedom Education Project Puget Sound (FEPPS) 
 
ACADEMIC FELLOWSHIPS AND GRANTS 
 

• 2022-2023 American Council of Learned Societies, Sustaining Public Humanities 
Grant, to support a reading collective of formerly incarcerated students and 
faculty to think about freedom after long sentences 
 

• 2021-2023Mellon Northwest Five Engaged Communities Grant to support digital 
archive work 

 
• 2019-2024 Andrew Mellon Foundation for FEPPS BA Program in the Prison 

 
• 2015 Hedgebrook Writer-in-Residence 

 
• 2013-14 Soros Justice Media Fellowship, Open Society Foundation 
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• 2011-12 National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowship to support writing 
God in Captivity 

 
• 2010-11 Institute for Advanced Study Fellowship, School of Social Sciences  

 
 

• 2002-2004 Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow in the Humanities, Barnard College 
 

• 2001-2002 American Association of University Women American Fellowship  
 

• 2000-2001Social Science Research Council Sexuality Research Fellowship 
 
AWARDS 
2020: Martin Luther King Living the Dream award by the University of Puget Sound to a 
member or members of our community who exemplify the spirit of Martin Luther King 
Jr. and his passion 
 
PUBLICATIONS: BOOKS 
The Pains of Freedom: Race, Gender and the Afterlife of Long Prison Sentences, 

 
 
God in Captivity: The Rise of Faith-Based Prisons in an Age of Mass Incarceration 
(Beacon Press/Random House, March 2017) 
 
Fanpire: The Religion of Twilight (Beacon Press, 2012) 
 
Straight to Jesus: Sexual and Christian Conversions in the Ex-Gay Movement 
(University of California Press, 2006)  
Winner of the Ruth Benedict Book Award from the Society of Lesbian and Gay 
Anthropologists and the Gustave O Arlt Award from the Council of Graduate Schools  
 
Zero Tolerance: Quality of Life and the New Police Brutality in New York City (New 
York: New York University Press, 2002) 
 
SELECTED PUBLICATIONS in:  Inside HigherEd, Chronicle of Higher Education, 
American Quarterly, Journal of Higher Education in Prison, Boston Globe, The Nation, 
PMLA: Publications of the Modern Language Association, Guernica, The Revealer  
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Sincerely, 

 
Mary Thomas 
Associate Professor  
Director, The Ohio Prison Education Exchange Project 
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