
Speaking up for Women in Rural Missouri in the Late 1800’s 
By Larry Noedel 

Go back with me to Rolla, Missouri, a town of some 1,500 souls 
back in the late 1800’s. There, my Great Uncle, John Prior Harrison, 
was quite well-known. For several years he had been elected Clerk 
for the County Court and was employed by one of the town’s 
banks (probably as a teller). He had married the daughter of one of 
Rolla’s founders and leading citizens, and by 1898, at age 42, he 
was living what appeared to all to be a quite comfortable, well-
established life with his wife and two children, 15 and 18 years old, 
in a nice home in the center of town.  

Then, on January 20, the local weekly newspaper announced that 
he had suddenly disappeared some 10 days earlier.  Apparently so 
had all the County Court’s cash and all the bank funds Uncle John 
could get his hands on, eventually determined to total up to 
something like $400,000 in today’s money!  You’ll note that the 
paper said, somewhat unkindly I thought, that he had been 
“worshiping at the shrine of Bacchus,” apparently meaning that he 
had been on some kind of a drinking spree. Of course there were 
outcries. Rewards were announced, leads were tracked, and 
searches ensued. Nevertheless, sly old John was never ever found. 

Now, in the same issue of the paper there appeared the information 
that a young Rolla woman, one Ada Dismer, 20 years old, had also 
disappeared. But unlike Uncle John, the young female who had 
accompanied him was very soon apprehended in St. Louis, some 
100 miles from Rolla. According to the paper she was promptly sent 
back to Rolla and directly to the town jail. Apparently, the Herald 
hadn’t yet gotten the word that opinion should be separated from 
news. With great moral indignation the newspaper reported that 
while they didn’t know why she been arrested, they “supposed” that it had to do with “living in open 
lewdness against the peace and dignity of the State.” (Why she was picked-up and what her charges 
might have been have never been discovered.) 

Now based on this report in the local the newspaper, I’d suggest that it’s easy enough for us to imagine 
what the local gossip might have been like concerning this situation. Perhaps in some quarters 
something like, “Poor John, taken in by that young hussy who made him leave his lovely family and run 
away with her.” 

But nearby, one even smaller town newspaper wasn’t ready to pin this terrible situation on Ada.  
Vienna, Missouri, founded in 1856, is about 40 miles from Rolla in Maries County, and seems to nearly 
always have had a weekly paper aptly called the Vienna Times.  

The Rolla Herald, like most small-town papers, regularly carried news from other nearby communities. 
To their credit, the Herald carried the Vienna Times’ comments on the case two weeks after they so 
negatively characterized Ms. Dismer. The Vienna Times didn’t deny that poor Ada was “the paramour” 
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but they resisted blaming her for what Uncle John did and went on to 
suggest that in such cases women are more often targeted with blame 
than men. Quite a laudable and brave position for a small rural town 
paper in 1898, I’d say. 

While items continued about the embezzlement and who should be 
held responsible for letting it happen, there was no further mention of 
the young lady in the local press. I searched for some record of her 
arrest in either St. Louis or Rolla and came up empty.  

But, then a peculiar coincidence. I was contacted by a totally unknown 
Ancestry DNA match (115cM) who had seen that my family tree was 
deep in Rolla, Missouri. She asked if I would be interested in helping her 
identify her deceased grandmother’s father who was said to had lived in 
Rolla. 

We worked on this together for several months. It soon became clear 
that she had descended from Ada Dismer, her great-grandmother, and 
that the man she was looking for was none other than John Prior 
Harrison, my great uncle. And, finally, that we were second cousins, twice 
removed, related through John Prior Harrison’s parents, Thomas C. 
Harrison, and Mary Ann Lenox!  Indeed, a small world! 
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