Lolly shops ‘of the red-light kind’ and
‘soldiers of the King’

SUPPRESSING ONE-WOMAN BROTHELS IN
NEW ZEALAND, 1908-1916
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IN 1912 the Reverend W.E.Gillam of St Matthew’s Vicarage in Auckland wrote
to his local mayor and city councillors to draw their attention to ‘the houses of
ill-fame’ in the town. ‘For some time past’, he stated, ‘there have existed in this
neighbourhood a number of what are known as “One Woman” Brothels. The
Police have tried to suppress them, but have failed . . . prostitutes now rent shops,
ostensibly for the sale of soft drinks and confectionery — a mere pretence of
carrying on a legitimate business — and then pursue their calling as prostitutes.’
Gillam went on to ask the council to investigate the ‘notorious and growing evil’:
‘To say nothing of the annoyance caused to respectable Ratepayers by the
existence of these “One Woman” brothels . . . it is a deadly menace to the health
of the communicity [sic] that one woman should have illicit intercourse with
large numbers of men day after day, and hour after hour.” Four and a half years
later, in 1916, the Auckland Star commented approvingly on the impact of the
recent War Regulations giving police broad powers to suppress one-woman
brothels and other prostitution. In Wellington the effects were, apparently,
‘electrical’. The number of ‘undesirable’ women in the street had fallen by an
estimated 50%, while one-woman brothels were practically non-existent. The
local police claimed that they were wiping out a class which was aknown menace
to the health of the community and the troops assembled in the army’s training
camp at nearby Trentham. So effective were they in ridding society of its scum,
the paper concluded, that the regulations should be enacted for all time.'
These two vignettes frame a shift in the public meanings and policing of
prostitution in early twentieth-century New Zealand. This article traces this
change through the campaign to close one-woman brothels, a new legal category
of brothel-keeping which became a vehicle for an attempt to suppress prostitu-
tion more generally. One-woman brothels — where one woman worked as a
prostitute in her own premises — emerged as a distinct legal entity in New
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Zealand in 1908. In a case of brothel-keeping before the Supreme Court in that
year, the judges declared there to be a distinction between a brothel and any
premises which were used for the purposes of habitual prostitution. 'A prosti-
tute's home', they concluded, 'when no other woman frequents the house for
prostitution, is not in the legal acceptation of the word a "brothel"”, even though
the woman receives men there indiscriminately.’? In effect, the judgment gave
this arrangement a legal existence, and despite the judicial pronouncement that
it was not technically brothel-keeping, contemporaries used the term ‘one-
woman brothels' to describe this form of prostitution.?

Other types of prostitution existed alongside the new one-woman brothels.
Street-walking, casual prostitution, and larger brothels of two or more women
formed part of the fabric of life in twentieth-century New Zealand towns and
cities, as they had in the nineteenth century.* These forms of prostitution, like
one-woman brothels, were targeted by police and concerned citizens for their
nuisance value; they were moral blots on the urban landscape, public spectacles
of vice which affronted common decency.® The illegality of solicitation and
brothel-keeping subjected prostitutes, or women earning part of their living
through prostitution, to regular policing, and more rarely, to concerted legisla-
tive attempts to curb prostitution. Most notably the Contagious Diseases Act
1869 gave police extensive powers to control prostitution, although these were
invoked only in a limited area and for a short time, with the legislation itself
repealed in 1910.®
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