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Former Madam Provides Insider’s Look at Brothel Industry 
 

Nevada has long been notorious for its indulgences and liberties. From bountiful 
buffets to scintillating shows to the ever-present slot machine or blackjack table. But there is 
one aspect unique to Nevada that is shrouded in much more mystery: legal prostitution. For all 
the lore surrounding it, how much is really known of the industry? 

  
Laraine Russo Harper illuminates this topic in her memoir, Legal Tender: True Tales 

of a Brothel Madam. Harper relates her experiences as a former brothel madam and puts a 
human face on the women who sell sexual services and the men who buy them.  

 
Regardless of one’s moral view on prostitution, everyone wonders what goes on, how it 

works. Illegal in 49 states, only Nevada’s frontier spirit continues to legalize houses of 
prostitution. And Harper provides a behind the scenes look into that world. As Jack Sheehan, 
author of Skin City: Uncovering the Las Vegas Sex Industry, put it “who better to share a 
brothel’s colorful history than the madam who saw . . . and heard . . . everything.” This 
fascinating and funny memoir uncovers it all: the working girls, customers, and the practices 
and pitfalls of a unique industry. 
 

Harper served for six years as the madam of a well-known brothel in Pahrump, Nevada, 
sixty miles southwest of Las Vegas. During her time there she spearheaded a dramatic 
transformation of the brothel from a dingy collection of trailers into a luxury resort. Harper’s 
story is an inviting mix of heart and humor. Her writing is frank, often funny, and always 
straightforward.  

 
Journalist Geoff Schumacher, who grew up in brothel-rich Pahrump, proclaims Legal 

Tender to be a “heartfelt and highly-entertaining” memoir, while also possessing a “legitimate 
value for those who want to learn a little something about business management and 
customer service. Harper brought her wealth of experience in the casino industry to bear on the 
brothel she managed, with impressive results . . . You need not be a manager in the sex trade to 
benefit from her sound advice.”   
  

Along with expanding her business savvy while at the brothel, Harper also learned a 
thing or two about human nature. During her years as a madam she encountered it all, from 
virgins who came to the brothel, “There were quite a few mothers or fathers who would bring 
in their sons when they turned twenty-one . . . they wanted their son’s first experience to be a 
good one.” she explains. To the customers who tried to build relationships with the women in 
the brothel and wanted to “save” them, and the men who would honestly pay “just to talk”. As 
well as disabled customers who utilized the brothel’s services, “This is a segment of our society 
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that we often overlook, however, they have the same needs and desires that men who are more 
fortunate do,” offers Harper. 

 
When she is not writing Harper dedicates herself to the Symphony Animal Foundation, 

a non-profit corporation of which she is the founder. SAF was inspired by and named after 
Harper’s two St. Bernards, Beethoven and Mozart. The organization was created out of the 
need for a no-kill facility in Southern Nevada that welcomes all animals, regardless of breed or 
species.  

 
The Symphony Animal Organization was founded in 2007 and is soon to host a variety 

of events to welcome visitors and allow them to see the animals that need good, loving homes. 
SAF is also committed to educating the community as to the proper care and treatment of 
animals, particularly in harsh desert environments. 
 

Harper no longer works as a brothel madam but still lives in Pahrump with her 
husband and seven dogs. Though uninvolved in the industry these days Harper is still esteemed 
by those in the business. She has spoken before Mensa and UNLV on the subject of illegal 
versus legal prostitution, and how it affects society. According to Wayne Bridge, CEO of the 
Sin City Chamber of Commerce, “Laraine Harper left a positive mark on the Nevada brothel 
industry. It takes a very special individual to oversee a covey of strong willed working girls and 
her sense of humor and ability to make the best and the most out of any situation is reflected 
in her writing.”  
 

Harper is available for media interviews, readings, events and signings. 
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◊  Legal Tender is the memoir of former brothel madam Laraine Russo Harper. 
  
◊  A veteran of the casino industry, Harper had little knowledge of the legal sex trade when she was hired    
    to run a brothel. 
 
◊  Harper served for six years as the madam at a well-known brothel in Pahrump, Nevada. 
 
◊  During her time there Harper spearheaded a dramatic transformation of the brothel from a dingy  
     collection of trailers into a luxury resort dedicated to professionalism and customer service. 
 
◊  Harper encountered all variety of customers who utilized the brothel’s services, from virgins, to couples,  
     to those who tried to form relationships with the women. 
 
◊  Illegal in forty-nine states, only Nevada’s frontier spirit continues to legalize houses of prostitution. 
 
◊  Harper has spoken before Mensa and University of Nevada Las Vegas on the subject of legal versus   
     illegal prostitution and how it affects society. 
 
◊  For some prostitutes a brothel is a safe haven, outside of which they struggle with drug abuse and  
    pimps who abuse them and take much of their money.  
 
◊  In Legal Tender Harper humanizes the prostitutes, describing their lives inside and outside the brothel. 

 
◊  Legal Tender documents the unique aspects of the prostitution industry while also serving as a useful  
     primer for those looking to run a successful business of any kind. 
 
◊  In 2007 Harper founded the Symphony Animal Foundation, a no kill facility which provides a safe haven  
     for all animals. 

 
 
Legal Tender is available from local bookstores, at online retailers, and directly from www.stephenspress.com. 
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From the Las Vegas Review-Journal 
 
GEOFF SCHUMACHER:  
 

Goodman’s brothel views aren’t irresponsible 
 
Las Vegas Mayor Oscar Goodman is taking some shots for once again suggesting that perhaps legal 
brothels should be allowed in Las Vegas. 
 
For those local politicos who despise Goodman -- including Las Vegas Sun columnist Jon Ralston and 
former Mayor Jan Jones -- this kind of comment presents a wonderful opportunity to start firing. 
 
After all, from the conventional political perspective, Goodman proves he’s a loose cannon unfit for public 
office by suggesting such a crazy notion. Where are his morals? Where’s his sense of decency? 
 
But I have a feeling that on this issue, Goodman has a better handle on the prevailing public sentiment. He 
understands a little better than his critics what the majority mind-set is in Nevada. 
 
When you live here -- and especially if you grew up in brothel-rich Pahrump, as I did -- you often are asked 
to declare a position on prostitution. I have agonized over this for years. I’ve gone back and forth, never 
settling comfortably on either side of the issue. 
 
On the one hand, I fully realize the world’s oldest profession will always be with us, and so, if it’s going to 
happen, why not make it as safe and free of corruption as possible through regulation? 
 
On the other hand, I know that many prostitutes have lived deeply troubled lives of childhood 
molestation, physical and mental trauma, and drug and alcohol abuse. Pimps make their lives miserable 
and profit from their pain. Some customers become vicious and violent. None of these women looked up 
at their parents when they were kids and said, “Mom and Dad, I want to be a hooker when I grow up.” 
Many of them were coerced into prostitution or got into it out of desperation. 
 
Knowing this, I find it difficult to support government sanction of an industry that exploits the misfortunes 
of these women and encourages them to continue in the trade. 
 
Of course, the world of legal prostitution is not so black and white. For example, there is the question of 
the woman’s right to make a living in the manner she chooses. If she genuinely wants to sell sex, if she has 
not been forced to participate in this activity, should the law stand in her way? 
 
Probably not. After all, while prostitution certainly is a risky and at least occasionally unpleasant way to 
earn money, there are plenty of “regular” jobs out there that pay a lot less and come with their fair share of 
risks and hardships. 
 
Kate Hausbeck, a UNLV sociology professor who has studied prostitution, says it is condescending to 
decide that we know what’s best for women who engage in prostitution of their own free will. “It's frankly 
dismissive of women as uninformed, silly children, which is exactly the perspective we should have moved 
far beyond,” she told the Review-Journal last week. 
 



She makes an important point. The historical reality is that prostitution is prohibited in 49 states and 
Nevada’s major urban centers primarily because of strong religious and Victorian moral views dating to the 
19th century and before. Our predominantly Christian, patriarchal society decided what was best for 
women, who at that time weren’t allowed to vote or work in many trades and professions. 
 
Have we not moved beyond the Victorian Age? 
 
There are many aspects of illegal prostitution that are reprehensible and blatantly criminal. Forcing women 
into prostitution -- essentially slavery -- must be prosecuted aggressively. If Las Vegas has become a haven 
for human trafficking, as it appears to be, then authorities need to crack down hard on offenders. 
 
But legal brothels are another matter. They are, in my view, a step toward civilizing an inherently nasty 
business. And while I know that many of the prostitutes endure deep psychological scars that led them 
into the profession, I also know that a legal brothel is a far better place for them to ply their trade than 
East Fremont Street or West Tropicana Avenue. 
 
Lori Shaner worked as a madam at the Sheri’s Ranch brothel in Pahrump and wrote an excellent book 
about her experiences. In Madam, she provides a detailed picture of how the brothel business works and 
paints vivid portraits of the women who work there. She sums up the prostitutes this way: 
 
“At the beginning, I believed that women who worked as prostitutes were different from the rest of us, that 
they had some incomprehensible belief system that permitted them to cross a line into a netherworld the 
rest of society could never understand. I was wrong. They are exactly like the rest of us -- human. These 
women are not understood because they remain cloaked in mystery, subject to prejudice born of 
ignorance.” 
 
As for Mayor Goodman’s dream of shiny brothels operating freely in Las Vegas, it’s not likely to happen 
anytime soon. It’s almost impossible to imagine today’s state Legislature voting to relax the law to allow 
brothels in Las Vegas and Reno. The political fallout would be far too great. 
 
Instead, we’ll continue to have hundreds of illegal hookers walking our streets and hanging out in our 
casinos. Many of them will work for mean, controlling, greedy pimps, while others will put themselves at 
risk of contracting -- and passing on -- deadly diseases. And local police will dedicate millions of dollars in 
taxpayer-paid resources to bust prostitutes and their customers, yet the oldest profession will continue to 
thrive in the dangerous shadows of legitimacy. 
 
Of this I am certain: Prostitution is a lot uglier business in Las Vegas than it is in Pahrump. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Geoff Schumacher (gschumacher@reviewjournal.com) is Stephens Media’s director of community 
publications. He is the author of Sun, Sin & Suburbia: An Essential History of Modern Las Vegas and 
Howard Hughes: Power, Paranoia & Palace Intrigue.  
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