
As a seacoast town, Lewes was 
thriving with maritime businesses 

at the turn of the 20th century. The con-
struction of the government “Iron Pier” in 
1871-1882 as a public port dock added to 

the need for hotels and inns along 
the waterfront. In 1875, Capt. 

Andrew H. Baker built a ship 
chandlery and a hotel, 

locally known as the 
Iron Pier Hotel. Baker 
sold the hotel in the 
spring of 1899 to 

continue other busi-
ness interests in town. By 

1900, Miss Lil Lawrence was 
operating her waterfront enter-

prise, a “boarding house for ladies” 
in this hotel on the north side of 

the pier. Miss Lil’s thriving estab-
lishment was a well-known dis-
reputable or “disorderly” house. 

      Some documentation exists about Miss Lil’s 
infamous career in Lewes from about 1895 
through the 1920s. Gossip and hearsay have 
added to the story that continues to be told as 
a part of Lewes’ colorful history. 

I learned about Miss Lil from my good friend 
and Lewes historian, Mrs. Hazel D. Brittingham. 
Ms. Hazel has given sev-
eral talks about Lil and 
her waterfront establish-
ment. Over the years, she 
talked with many Lewes 
residents, now deceased, who remembered 
Miss Lil or heard stories from their parents. 
Ms. Hazel’s meticulous documentation of facts 
support the local lore and provide a fascinat-
ing story of a “fallen woman with a heart of 
gold.”

Census records of 1900, 1910, and 1920 doc-
ument Lil Lawrence’s “boarding house” and 
name her boarders, all young women from 
Baltimore or Pennsylvania. Appropriately, one 
girl’s name was listed as “Trixie”.  Their occupa-

tions were listed as “own income”.  A deed from 
1900 shows Miss Lil Lawrence’s location adja-
cent to the Iron Pier. This location would be 
where the Cape Shores community now sits.

When ships docked inside the breakwater, 
the crews would head for Miss Lil’s for a lavish 
dinner of wild duck, turkey, or roast beef, deli-

cacies, and fine French 
champagne. She always 
had a half a dozen girls 
as hostesses to entertain 
the caption and crew. It 

was rumored that the ship captains noted the 
location of Miss Lil’s establishment, along with 
shoals, reefs, and sandbars, on their nautical 
charts.

 Lil would drive into town in advance of a 
large ship’s arrival to order her banquet sup-
plies. Dressed in the latest fashions, she rode 
in a carriage driven by a liveried driver with a 
pair of matching horses. Often she would be 
accompanied by some of her “painted ladies”, 
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By Sandie Gerken

High Tide News is honored to pres-
ent Kathryn Cieniewicz as the first in a 
series of articles introducing Amazing 
Entrepreneurs of Sussex County. 

Since starting this little newspaper 
a little over 3 years ago, I have been 
totally amazed at the number of tal-
ented, successful people I have met 
who have had the courage, integrity, 
vision, and drive to succeed at their 
own individual passions. ...Kathryn is 
one of those people.

 Kathryn was recruited by Leader-
ship Delaware, Inc. and has recently 
completed their 10-month program. 
Armed with her knowledge, integrity 
and drive, Kathryn Cieniewicz undoubt-
edly has a very bright successful future 
in Sussex County.  Judy Layman, Publisher 

Leadership Delaware, Inc. 
Leadership Delaware, Inc. (LDI) 

“recruits and mentors outstanding 
young Delawareans who have the “stuff 
of leadership”, the potential, passion, 
and courage to excel at community, 
nonprofit, political, professional, and 
corporate leadership within the First 
State."

In this intense ten-month program, 
fellows (participants) meet and hear 
more than 130 prominent and accom-
plished Delaware leaders, who pres-
ent on topics including the economy, 
healthcare, education, finance and 
banking, the nonprofit sector, corpo-
rate governance, agriculture, energy, 
and more. The program challenges par-
ticipants to rise to ever higher levels of 

leadership and accom-
plishment in 1. their 
career field and profes-
sion, 2. the nonprofit 
sector, and 3. govern-
ment and politics. After 
a very intense, chal-
lenging and competi-
tive application and interview process, 
the interview committee, comprised of 
graduate fellows and Board Members, 
selected Kathryn Cieniewicz amoung 
25 young leaders for their eighth class. 
Learn more at LeadershipDelaware.org. 

Following her Passion 
Kathryn Cieniewicz attended North-

eastern University in Boston, Massachu-
setts, achieving her degree, Masters in 

Science of Physical Therapy, in 2003. 
Kathryn gained professional experi-
ence at one of the then top rated sub-
acute hospitals in the country at Kessler 
Institute, now called Select Medical, in 
New Jersey. Since moving to Delaware 
in 2006, she has become an integral 
part of the rehabilitation community 
here in Sussex County in the private 
practice domain, directing two clinics, 

Kathryn Cieniewicz, PT, MSPT, CAPS, CEAC
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and also in home care physical therapy. 
Now, Kathryn has also become a Cer-
tified Aging in Place Specialist (CAPS) 
and a Certified Environmental Access 
Consultant (CEAC). She has currently 
directed her professional ambition in 
becoming the premier fall prevention 
and independent living expert in Dela-
ware through in-home Physical Therapy 
to address physical needs and home 
modification services to address envi-
ronmental barriers. 

 
Aging in Place Specialists, LLC

Kathryn started her own company 
"Aging in Place Specialists, LLC," a few 
years ago with the mission of empow-
ering and equipping senior individuals 
with the services, knowledge, assistive 
technology, and home modifications 
needed to live well at home more safely 

and independently. 
In January of 2015, Kathryn was 

invited to be a speaker and discussion 
panelist at the 17th Annual LIFE Con-
ference in Dover Delaware, joining two 
other distinguished voices in the field 
of aging in place and accessibility. 

Kathryn and her company have also 
been published in “PT in Motion,” a 
national publication of the American 
Physical Therapy Association (APTA) in 
2016. Kathryn's goal is to pioneer the 
pathway to successful aging in place 
in Delaware- improving quality of life, 
enabling independent living, and col-
laborating efforts to decrease the likeli-
hood of the aged entering long term 
care facilities. 

Kathryn resides in Lewes Dela-
ware with her husband, Mark, 
and two sons, Landon and Noah. 

Integrity, Vision, Passion, Courage 
In Kathryn’s own words: “At LDI we 

learned that the cost of healthcare in DE is 
sharply on the rise, only second in spend-
ing to our high education costs. Many 
of our maturest population are entering 
long term care facilities and will exhaust 
their personal funds to pay for it. They are 
then on state-funded Medicaid for the 
cost of their care. 

I feel as though Leadership Delaware 
has provided me with the depth of knowl-
edge and the relationships necessary to 
collaborate at the most effective level 
for the good of the senior population we 
serve here in Delaware. I joined Leader-
ship Delaware as an entrepreneur. I leave 
the Leadership Delaware experience as a 
powerful advocate with the knowledge to 
be an instrument of impact in our great 
state.”

each lavishly made up. Ms. Hazel related 
that one gentleman remarked that Lil 
and girls were very stylish... didn’t dress 
“like your mother or mine.”

Miss Lil kept an orderly “disorderly 
house” and provided routine medical 
care for her girls. One local doctor report-
ed that after one visit, she provided cash 
payment from between the pages of her 
Bible. When he asked if that was a safe 
place to keep her money, Lil replied that 
her girls had never touched that book! 

Mothers warned children not to look 
at Miss Lil when she came to town. They 
were told to “close your eyes; she’s a bad 
woman”. One elderly lady told Hazel that 
she remembered seeing Lil approach in 
her buggy and obediently knelt behind 
the fence, hiding her eyes. Temptation 
won out. As the carriage passed, she 
opened her eyes and stared! Young boys 
often played ball in a field adjacent to 
Miss Lil’s. Under threat of punishment, 
they were told to keep away from her 
place. When a stray ball went over the 
fence into her yard, the bravest boy had 
to retrieve it.

Like Belle Watling, the “fallen woman” 
in Gone With the Wind, Lil was known 
for her generosity. If she heard of a 
family in financial difficulty, she would 
provide them with groceries, clothing, 
or firewood. Delivery boys were treated 
to cookies. Once Lil replaced a delivery 
boy’s bicycle after it was stolen or dam-
aged. Often Lil would throw candy or 
quarters to children along the road as 
she was driven into town. One woman 
related that as a girl she retrieved a lost 
button that had fallen from one of Lil’s 
girls. Upon returning it, she was given 
$5.00, more than a month’s rent at the 
time. Her family allowed her to keep the 
money, but warned her to keep away 
from those “bad” women.

 Lil’s “heart of gold” shone with her con-

cern for a local family from Hugheyville, a 
poor section of town near the beach. The 
family’s little daughter had died. They 
had no decent clothes for her burial. 
Knowing that the Marshall family had 
several young daughters, Lil went to their 
bayfront home and asked if Mrs. Marshall 
would give some clothing for the poor 
child’s burial. Mrs. Marshall provided gar-
ments, complete with underclothing. Lil 
was humble about her generosity. She 
once chastised a man in very colorful 
language about his speaking publicly of 
her kindness.

Documentation of Lil’s disreputable 
business includes an article from a local 
newspaper, The 
Delaware Pilot. 
The account refer-
enced a complaint 
sent to Mayor 
James T. Thomp-
son on August 
18, 1900 from 
five prominent 
townsmen. They 
declared “certain 
knowledge” that a 
disorderly house was operating on the 
beach and requested Lil be arrested and 
the house closed. The mayor swore out a 
warrant for Miss Lawrence, but the town 
attorney was unable to attend a hearing. 
No action was taken.

There is a 1902 town docket entry 
of a complaint filed by the Methodist 
minister and another citizen. The town 
ordinance regarding disorderly houses 
called for a fine of $10 plus court costs. 
Another such entry dates to May 1903. 
It was widely known around town that 
Miss Lil would be arrested on a Saturday 
night, pay her fine by Monday morning 
and be back in business.

A 1903 article in the Wilmington News 
Journal describes a disgraceful scene 

in which Miss Lil was intoxicated and 
caused a scene in the general store of 
former State Senator Maull. After attack-
ing Maull, she broke his spectacles. Two 
policemen were required to restrain her, 
kicking and screaming, and take her two 
blocks to the lock-up. 

For a house of ill repute to succeed in 
a small town, one might need friends in 
high places. It was rumored that perhaps 
the mayor and other prominent gentle-
men were either customers or investors 
of Miss Lil’s enterprise. One incident 
involved some townswomen demand-
ing the closure of Lil’s establishment. Lil 
replied to them that they could go ahead 

and pursue the 
issue, but that she 
would release her 
list of customers 
and that “some of 
you might want to 
be embarrassed”. 
Lil’s business con-
tinued.

An October 
1915 news article 
states that the Iron 

Pier Hotel burned down. In 1918, a notice 
was posted that the Lawrence property 
was for sale. The Hayes & Anderton Fish-
ing Co. of New York purchased the land. 
By 1920, Lil had purchased a house on 
Market Street near the beach. This house 
was demolished in 1967 to make room 
for a motel. The Bluewater House, a B&B 
now occupies the site at 407 E. Market 
Street. The barn was apparently moved 
across the street and remodeled into 
a home, which still exists. In reference 
to Lil Lawrence, one local gentleman 
remarked in a local newspaper: 

 “She was accepted in the town, like 
a big hole in the road. You didn’t like it, 
you just drove around it, but didn’t stop 
to stare at it or bring stones or dirt to fill 

it in. It was like that!” 
As Mrs. Hazel Brittingham says, “Well 

behaved women seldom make history”. 
We know Miss Lil did!

SOURCES:
Notes and Interview of Hazel D. Britting-

ham, November 29, 2016
Notes on Lewes Town Dockets, Hazel D. 

Brittingham files
“Miss Lil”, Judith Atkins Roberts, Lewes 

Historical Society Journal, Volume III, p. 
18-19

Lewes, DE Commission Minutes, April 2, 
1900; May 4, 1903

Delaware Pilot Newspaper: July 31, 1875: 
May 13, 1899; October 15, 1915; August  
16, 1918

“Disgraceful Scene”, News Journal, April 
27, 1903.
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Author and Genealogist, Sandie 

Gerken lives in Dagsboro, DE. As a 
native Sussex Countian, local history is 
one of her passions. Retired now, she 
devotes her time to genealogy research 
(her greatest passion since 1978), 
watercolor painting, grandchildren, 
soccer for kids with disabilities, books, 
and things creative 
and historical.   She 
recently authored the 
book Memories of the 
Clayton Theatre as a 
fundraiser to help the 
Clayton go digital. She 
is now exploring her writing skills with 
local history articles for High Tide News.
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