
Lolly shops 'of the red-light kind' and 
'soldiers of the King' 

SUPPRESSING ONE-WOMAN BROTHELS IN 
NEW ZEALAND, 1908-1916 

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 fa i led. . . 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 a known 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.1 

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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1 Rev. W.E. Gillam to Mayor and Councillors, 9 January 1912, P I , 1915/1032, One-woman 
brothels in Hobson'St, Auckland. National Archives (NA), Wellington; Star, 31 October 1916 
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4 BRONWYN DALLEY 

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.'2 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.3 

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.4 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.5 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.® 

2 Cassells v. Hutcheson and another, New Zealand Law Reports, vol.27 (1908), pp.763-8. 
3 It should be noted that the women operating alleged one-woman brothels may not have regarded 

their work as prostitution. Histories of prostitution and women's work indicate that some women had 
always utilized their homes and businesses as a base from which to earn money through selling or 
exchanging sex. Common law did not designate this as brothel-keeping, although during the 
nineteenth century the meaning of a brothel was not closely defined in England, some Australian 
states, or New Zealand. For more on this see the essays in Kay Daniels (ed.). So Much Hard Work: 
Women and Prostitution in Australian history, Sydney, 1984, especially Raelene Davidson, 
'Dealing with the "Social Evil". Prostitution and the Police in Perth and on the Eastern goldfields. 
1895-1924', pp. 162-91 and Raymond Evans, '"Soiled Doves". Prostitution in Colonial Queens-
land', pp. 127-61; Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society. Women, Class and the State, 
Cambridge, 1980, passim. 

4 Discussions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century prostitution can be found in Robyn 
Anderson, '"The Hardened Frail Ones": Women and Crime in Auckland, 1845-1870', MA thesis, 
The University of Auckland, 1981; Dairne Grant, '"Beyond the Pale": Prostitution in New Zealand 
during World War I', B A (Hons) research essay, University of Otago, 1993; Heather Lucas, '"Square 
Girls". Prostitutes and Prostitution in Dunedin in the 1880s', BA (Hons) research essay. University 
of Otago, 1985; Charlotte Macdonald, 'The "Social Evil". Prostitution and the Passage of the 
Contagious Diseases Act (1869)', in Barbara Brookes, Charlotte Macdonald and Margaret Tennant 
(eds), Women in History. Essays on European Women in New Zealand, Wellington, 1986, pp. 13-34; 
Jan Robinson, 'Of Diverse Persons, Men, Women and Whores: Women and Crime in Nineteenth-
century Canterbury', MA thesis, University of Canterbury, 1983. 

5 Judith Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight. Narratives of Sexual Danger in late-Victorian 
Ixmdon, Chicago, 1992, p.23. 

6 Macdonald, 'The "Social Evil'", pp.13-34. For a discussion of the uses of vagrancy and 
drunkenness laws in the regulation of prostitution see Bronwyn Dalley, 'Women's Imprisonment in 
New Zealand, 1880-1920', PhD thesis, University of Otago, 1991. pp.75-85. 
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The repeal of the Act and the emergence of one-woman brothels rekindled 
public discussion on the regulation of all prostitution and the control of venereal 
disease. New Zealand's First World War ethos of service and efficiency 
sharpened the terms of the debate, especially as the state assumed a more 
interventionist role in people's lives in the name of national safety. Prostitution 
in general became seen as a distinct medical and moral issue, and one which 
could be regulated through public health as well as police measures. All forms 
of prostitution were thought to threaten New Zealand's fighting stock by 
spreading venereal disease among the soldiers, but the legal protection accorded 
one-woman brothels placed them under particular scrutiny. Endangering the 
soldiery implicitly imperilled New Zealand's future; in the context of a public 
debate increasingly informed by the rhetoric of a declining population and white 
race, the welfare of the nation itself became bound up in closing one-woman 
brothels.7 The spirit of moral and social regulation which engulfed New Zealand 
during the war provided a further stimulus and rationale for suppressing these 
brothels. Stamping out venereal disease — and with it all forms of prostitution, 
including one-woman brothels — came to be regarded as a eugenic endeavour, 
a critical step on the path to a higher state of national efficiency.8 In the words 
of one newspaper editor, 'The State has to be saved by service within New 
Zealand as well as overseas; the fight has to be against the social plague as well 
as against the Prussian plague.'9 

An examination of the campaign to close one-woman brothels exposes in 
detail the broader and more deep-seated anxiety over women's sexuality and 
public behaviour which prostitution aroused. In particular, the war-time social 
and moral climate of patriotism and personal sacrifice threw into relief the 
pastimes and leisure pursuits of the young women working and living in New 
Zealand's cities. Their activities compared unfavourably with those of the 
sacrificing mothers and wives who served the nation at home while their menfolk 
fought overseas. As women moved throughout cities in new and diverse ways, 
police and public commentators increasingly labelled their actions as clandes-
tine or amateur prostitution. The ease with which the designation of brothel or 
prostitute was applied illustrates the elasticity of terms which contemporaries 
conjured into use to explain and discipline the public activities of some women. 
The meaning of the terms was shaded by 'semantic ambiguities' reflecting the 
varied perspectives of those seeking to categorize its components.10 Far from 
being a unified or distinctive category, prostitution became a metaphor for 
women whose conduct and lifestyles placed them in a middle terrain between the 

7 For more on this see Philip Fleming, 'Fighting the "Red Plague": Observations on the Response 
to Venereal Disease in New Zealand 1910-1945', New Zealand Journal of History, 22, 1 (1988): 
pp.57-61, and '"Shadow over New Zealand": The Response to Venereal Disease in New Zealand 
1910-1945', PhD thesis, Massey University. 1989, pp.116-19. 

8 Fleming, '"Shadow over New Zealand'", p.l 16. 
9 Evening Post, 27 May 1916. 
10 Ann-Louise Shapiro, 'Working Girls', International Labour and Working Class History, 45 

(Spring 1994), p.97. 
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traditional binaries of the respectable and the fallen." 
The majority of one-woman brothels in New Zealand were in the central 

residential and mercantile areas of the nation's two largest cities, Auckland and 
Wellington. Most of the brothels operated from behind legitimate businesses in 
the urban centres, particularly tobacconists, soft-drink suppliers and lolly shops. 
These could be customary fronts for regular or casual prostitution, and to passing 
observers and shoppers, no different from other shops.'2 The Auckland busi-
nesses, for example, were found in a few busy streets off the major thoroughfare 
of Queen Street, clustering around an inner-city area of light industry, manufac-
turing, business, and residential streets. Some were flanked by public houses, 
restaurants, fishmongers, oyster saloons, second-hand dealers, coal merchants 
and boarding houses.13 Police surveillance reports convey a rich tapestry of life 
in these urban spaces: a bustling activity of closely-packed homes-cum-busi-
nesses, with retailers, shoppers and residents living, working and socializing in 
the vicinity. 

The one-woman brothel keepers formed part of the fabric of everyday life in 
the urban communities, adding a new dimension to the sexual economy of 
cities.14 They moved easily around their neighbourhoods, frequenting the pubs, 
patronizing the stores, and contacting clients and friends. The constables who, 
for three months, tracked the movements of 'the French prostitute' Camellia 
Ray, for instance, followed her to local hotels, the fish and chip shop, the butcher 
and homes of friends; sometimes she was alone, at other times with companions, 
both female and male.15 Although well known in the area as a one-woman brothel 
keeper, Ray traversed her neighbourhood apparently without adverse comment 
or disapproval. 

The degree of social interaction and toleration in the community to some 
extent marks off the one-woman brothel keepers from prostitutes in nineteenth-
century New Zealand cities. Charlotte Macdonald has argued that nineteenth-
century prostitutes were a socially ostracized group, set apart from other women 
and social networks. Smaller communities made anonymity difficult, and 
prostitutes were an obvious social group whose activities and prosecutions were 

11 For more on the term prostitution see Shapiro, pp.96-107. Judith Walkowitz explores in detail 
the new middle terrain of female behaviour in the nineteenth century in City of Dreadful Delight, 
passim. See also Peter Bailey, 'Parasexuality and Glamour: the Victorian Barmaid as Cultural 
Prototype', Gender and History 2, 2 (1990), pp. 148-71 and '"Naughty but Nice": Musical Comedy 
and the Rhetoric of the Girl, 1892-1914', in Michael Booth and Joel Kaplan (eds), Edwardian 
Theatre: Essays on performance and the stage, Cambridge, 1996, pp.36-60; Mariana Valverde, 'The 
Love of Finery: Fashion and the Fallen Woman in Nineteenth-century Social Discourse', Victorian 
Studies, 32, 2 (1989), pp. 168-88. 

12 See police reports on Auckland brothels during 1915. PI, 1915/1032. 
13 Wise's Street Directory, Auckland. 1912, 1914. 
14 For an excellent discussion of other forms of the sexual economy of cities see Steven Maynard, 

'Through a Hole in the Lavatory Wall: Homosexual Subcultures, Police Surveillance, and the 
Dialectics of Discovery, Toronto, 1890-1930', Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, 2 (October 
1994), pp.207-42, and Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, passim. 

15 Report of Sergeant Wohlmann, 9 September 1910, Report of Sergeant Powell, 20 October 
1910, PI, 1915/1032. 
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displayed in detail in the local papers.16 The integration of one-woman brothel 
keepers in the urban community and labour market appears to have been 
somewhat more coherent in pre-World War One society, although the stability 
of neighbourly goodwill was always fragile and the notion of local tolerance 
should not be pushed too far. The more settled nature of society, greater 
urbanization and its accompanying diversification may have accounted for the 
comparative ease with which one-woman brothel keepers merged into their 
environment. The clientele of the urban brothel — particularly the one-woman 
brothel of the 191 Os — may have changed too. Fragmentary nineteenth-century 
evidence suggests that brothel patrons were drawn mainly from the labouring 
classes such as bushmen, farm workers and labourers. Some of the patrons 
travelled into the towns from outlying rural areas, paycheck in hand, anticipating 
a spree in the city.17 Twentieth-century police reports indicate that the clients of 
one-woman brothels were drawn mainly from the immediate area, and were men 
who, like the women themselves, lived and worked in the neighbourhood. Men 
could enter unnoticed and without suspicion the small, unobtrusive one-woman 
brothels nestling behind legitimate businesses which looked the same as any 
other shop on the street. Compared with brothels and prostitutes of the earlier 
period, the one-woman brothels and their clients may have been less noticeable 
to the casual observer. 

So long as one-woman brothel keepers were not too flagrant about their 
business, not too noisy or too public in their activities, neighbours and the police 
were often prepared to ignore the nature of their livelihood. Even when the police 
and local residents were cognizant of the true business of the lolly shops behind 
which some of the women operated — and aware of the number of men seen 
entering and leaving the premises — quiet, modest establishments could remain 
free from overt disapproval. The dozen or so women operating one-woman 
brothels from confectionery shops in Auckland's Grey Street in 1913 were all 
known as prostitutes, although none were ever seen to solicit on the streets; they 
were quiet, and seldom seen at their doors.18 Reporting on several alleged one-
woman brothels in Auckland's Hobson Street in 1915, the local constables noted 
that there was little about them to which anyone could object, and reported that 
they had received no complaint about the women or their work for more than two 
years.19 

As with other forms of prostitution such as street-walking, community 
tolerance and acceptance of one-woman brothels nevertheless had its limits.20 

Neighbourhood integration was tenuous and liable to be fractured should one-
woman brothel keepers display their trade too flagrantly. Women who ran noisy 
shops, or whose businesses were seen to disrupt the local community, could 

16 Macdonald, 'The "Social Evil"', pp.24-25. 
17 Macdonald, 'The "Social Evil'", pp.25-26. 
18 Brothels. Grey Street. 13 August 1913. AADW, 1110/4b, Auckland District Police Headquar-

ters, Police reports, August 1913. NA, Auckland. 
19 Constable Maguire's report, 6 October 1915, PI, 1915/1032. 
20 For a New Zealand example see Jan Robinson, 'Canterbury's Rowdy Women: Whores, 

Madonnas and Female Criminality', Women's Studies Journal, 1, 1 (1984), pp.6-25. 
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come under investigation, usually in the wake of complaints by neighbours or 
local traders. The residents of Auckland's Alexander Street contacted the police 
very late one evening complaining of the noise coming from a house which had 
been operating as a brothel for three weeks.21 Some residents became exasper-
ated at having their own premises mistaken for the nearby one-woman brothels, 
or tired of men traipsing through their yards to the back doors of the businesses 
in orderto avoid entering from the street frontage. Others complained of drunken 
or swearing men milling around on the pavements outside lolly shops and 
tobacconists. Most galling to local residents, however, were the jeers and insults 
which loitering men sometimes directed at the other women of the neighbour-
hood. Louisa Dupont's Auckland shop caused men to lounge about, making 
nuisances of themselves 'especially to respectable women, who are accosted & 
followed'. Joseph Thomas, a dyer who lived next to a one-woman brothel, finally 
moved house after his wife and daughter had been offended by men crossing their 
yard. Henry Lissack, who resided in the same block, claimed that his wife had 
been insulted by men who mistook their premises for the brothel.22 

The police may also have regarded one-woman brothels as tolerable nui-
sances, acceptable when orderly, but they found anathema the legislative 
sanction which safeguarded the businesses. Officers were quick to predict the 
dire consequences attendant upon the brothel-keepers' immunity from prosecu-
tion. Commenting on the Supreme Court judgment. Police Commissioner 
Walter Dinnie maintained that 'much mischief can be done . . . when men and 
women resort to a house for similar purposes'.23 With local bodies unable to 
make by-laws on issues of public morality under the Municipal Corporations Act 
1900, police pressed for national legislative reform. Prior to the First World War 
the police called consistently for amendments to the Police Offences Act 1908 
once they found themselves powerless to prosecute a sole woman for keeping a 
brothel. 'Common decency and morality' demanded legislative amendment, 
argued Sub-Inspector Charles Hendry following an unsuccessful prosecution of 
Camellia Ray for operating a one-woman brothel in Auckland in 1910.24 

Isolating the Supreme Court's decision as a primary reason for their inability to 
convict a Christchurch woman for brothel-keeping in 1911, the police argued 
that the law needed to be amended — and sooner rather than later — for the one-
woman brothels were a 'more disgusting nuisance than ever the old fashioned 
brothels were'.25 

Some police tried to enlist the aid of concerned citizens to bring about 
legislative change. In 1913, for example, police also had prepared a draft 
amendment to the Police Offences Act 1908. This draft, which did not appear in 

21 Brothel. 75 Alexander Street. 11 February 1915, AADW 1110/14a, Police reports, February 
1915. 

22 Constable Potter's report, 11 September 1915, Sergeant Powell' s report, 20 October 1910, P1, 
1915/1032. 

23 Annual Report on Police Force of the Dominion. Appendices to the Journals of the House of 
Representatives (AJHR), H-16, 1909, p.8. 

24 Sub-Inspector Hendry's report, 10 November 1910, PI, 1915/1032. 
25 Sub-Inspector, Christchurch to Inspector Kiely, 10 October 1911, PI, 1915/1032. 
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final legislation, defined a 'disorderly house' as anywhere in which 'one or more 
reputed prostitutes' lived for the purpose of 'carrying on the calling of prostitu-
tion'. Napier's Superintendent O'Donovan forwarded the draft to Auckland 
campaigner Gillam, quoted at the beginning of this article, instructing him to 
gain the sympathy of his local superintendent and press for legal amendments. 
O'Donovan urged Gillam to 'hammer and hammer away' until successful: 'Do 
not be satisfied with Departmental euphemisms', he counselled, 'which are the 
refuge of the indolent, of the progressive and of the unsympathetic.'26 

Community protest about the presence of some of the one-woman brothels 
dovetailed with police concern about the legal status of the businesses and their 
inability to prosecute the women for brothel-keeping. It provided police with an 
opportunity to investigate the women and keep their businesses under surveil-
lance, seeking a means to close down the shops and bring charges against the 
proprietors. Most of the surveillance reports suggest that the police attempted to 
'catch' two women working from a one-woman brothel, so enabling them to 
bring a charge of brothel-keeping. May Oakley of central Christchurch who 
acknowledged that she was 'living on her own prostitution' found herself under 
investigation when she hired Eva Yelland, a 'reputed prostitute', as her live-in 
domestic. Police had kept the house under observation for some time, noting a 
'good many men all of respectable appearance and sober' entering the house of 
an evening. Convinced that Yelland was 'living on the game with the woman 
May Oakley', police brought unsuccessful charges of brothel-keeping.27 

Police sought to close one-woman brothels through the traditional avenues 
they used to apprehend other women working as prostitutes on a regular or casual 
basis. Some alleged one-woman brothel keepers were charged with having 
insufficient means of support if the police failed to find evidence of brothel-
keeping. As with the well-used ploy of charging prostitutes as vagrants, the 
police did not always succeed in gaining convictions. An insufficiency charge 
against the self-acknowledged one-woman brothel operator Camellia Ray was 
dismissed when it was revealed that she had over £40 on her person and £50 in 
the bank when arrested, the proceeds from both her confectionery shop and 
prostitution.28 Police sometimes resorted to more unorthodox means of closing 
the brothels. Wellington police officers were ordered to maintain a close watch 
over one brothel and shine a lamp into the faces of all men who attempted to enter. 
'By taking the names of a few of the men going there', the senior officer added, 
'[it] would soon cause an empty house.'29 

One-woman brothel keepers were certainly aware of the legal limitations 
under which the police worked. Superintendent Ellison of Wellington claimed 

26 Superintendent O'Donovan, Napier to Gillam, Auckland. 4 March 1913, and Draft: 
Amendment, Police Offences Act 1908, PI, 1915/1032. 

27 Constable Pratt's report, 22,29 August 1911, Report, Police v May Oakley. Christchurch, 29 
September 1911, Assistant Law Officer, Crown Law Office to Commissioner of Police, 16 October 
1911,PI, 1915/1032. 

28 Sub-Inspector Hendry's report, 10 November 1910, PI, 1915/1032. 
29 Superintendent Ellison to Inspector, 17 December 1913, PI, 1915/1032. 
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that the women were so well posted with legal advice that they could keep 
themselves beyond the possibility of police interference. 'The women who 
nowadays ply their business as common harlots keep within the law', he 
explained. 'They adopt this dirty business as a financial one and cultivate it as 
such.' Auckland's Sergeant McCarthy reported that several of the women 
working from lolly shops in the central city were acting on legal advice 'and are 
not likely to commit themselves by allowing another prostitute to frequent their 
premises'. Camellia Ray allegedly informed two disguised detectives in her lolly 
shop that 'she would not have another woman in the house or the Police would 
get her, but that as she lived alone, the Police could not touch her' ,30 

This knowledge was no guarantee of freedom from investigation or harass-
ment, particularly when the police pushed at the margins of the law to gain 
convictions. Ellison reassured his officers that they could 'without difficulty' 
find a means of closing down the one-woman brothel which Mildred Pilcher 
operated from behind her Wellington confectionery shop. He later informed a 
concerned local resident that despite the legal difficulty which prohibited 
Pilcher's prosecution for brothel-keeping, 'other steps' had been taken to induce 
her to vacate her shop.31 Nor were the police averse to issuing vague threats as 
a means of moving women out of a district. After posing as potential clients and 
engaging her in her native French to encourage her to incriminate herself, 
Auckland police warned Camellia Ray that they would prosecute her for 
vagrancy if she had not left the city within a week. Although senior officials in 
the Department of Justice believed that the police went too far in this instance, 
the episode illustrates the lengths to which police were prepared to go to initiate 
prosecutions against some businesses.32 As had occurred earlier with the unde-
fined term 'prostitute' under the Contagious Diseases Act 1869, the absence of 
official regulations or comprehensive legislation governing prostitution could 
provide police with repressive or arbitrary powers which they were not reluctant 
to employ.33 Their use of extra-legal or unorthodox measures to close one-
woman brothels increased as the brothels and their operators became identified 
as an unchecked threat to New Zealand's public health and national safety. 

The lolly shops and tobacconists behind which some one-woman brothels 
operated were more than a convenient facade or 'legitimate' reason for men to 
gather. Many of the one-woman brothel keepers ran their front shops, as well as 
their prostitution trade, as regular business enterprises, selling merchandise as 
any other retailer would. The association between the legitimate frontage and the 

30 Ellison to Commissioner Cullen, 5 June 1914, Sergeant McCarthy's report, 26 September 
1915, Chief Detective Marsack's report, 17 October 1910, PI, 1915/1032. 

31 Superintendent Ellison to Inspector, 29 November 1913, Ellison to ACD Collins, Wellington, 
13 January 1914, PI, 1915/1032. 

32 Commissioner Cullen to Sub-Inspector Hendry, 19 October 1910, Frank Waldegrave, Under-
Secretary of Justice to John Findlay, Minister of Justice, 1 December 1910, PI, 1915/1032. 

33 Sandra Coney, Standing in the Sunshine. A History of New Zealand Women since they won 
the vote, Auckland, 1993, pp.122-3; Davidson, p.164; Barbara Littlewood and Linda Mahood, 
'Prostitutes, Magdalenes and Wayward Girls: Dangerous Sexualities of Working Class Women in 
Victorian Scotland', Gender and History, 3. 2 (1991), p.172. 
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activity in the back rooms also reflected what Ann-Louise Shapiro has termed 
the 'polymorphous world of commerce and sexuality' which infused urban life 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.14 As the site of exchange and erotic 
activity, city streets made contiguous the lawful and illegal, the respectable and 
unrespectable.35 It was this illicit and public combination of trades realized in 
one-woman brothels which could so upset contemporary observers, such as 
Gillam. The financial success which some believed one-woman brothel keepers 
to enjoy added to the opprobrium increasingly heaped upon them. The war 
accentuated this, and the image of the one-woman brothel keeper making money 
while respectable wives and mothers gave their men to serve overseas outraged 
some war-time commentators. One-woman brothel keepers appropriated the 
marketplace, juxtaposing the trade of their bodies with the sale of other goods 
from their legitimate businesses. In doing so they further blurred the perceived 
boundaries between private and public activities, already transgressed by the act 
of purveying sex.36 These challenges as much as anything else fuelled the 
campaign to suppress one-woman brothels. 

The location of one-woman brothels in the heart of the urban community also 
challenged contemporaries' attempts to define prostitution and delineate the 
respectable woman from her fallen sister. Police and newspaper reporters 
frequently commented on the sober demeanour of one-woman brothel keepers 
which they found to be disturbingly indistinguishable from that of more 
respectable women. The label of prostitution relied on the ability of observers to 
recognize those women so named.37 By assuming no outward manifestation of 
her trade, the one-woman brothel keeper merged with other women, and perhaps 
other prostitutes, in the community, to some extent thwarting any attempt to 
classify her. Any woman could be mistaken for a prostitute, and even women 
safe within the sanctuary of their homes could find their virtue questioned and 
their homes mistaken for one-woman brothels. 

One-woman brothel keepers countered some of the traditional ideas about 
fallen women, particularly the idea that their fall was consequent upon their 
seduction. The absence of a madam or pimp could suggest to contemporaries that 
the self-employed one-woman brothel keeper took up prostitution as a conscious 
(but not necessarily free) choice. According to one Wellington police officer, the 
local one-woman brothel keepers had no suggestion of the 'White Slave Traffic' 
about them, but adopted their lifestyle as a business investment.38 Just as they 
disrupted the artificial distinction between private and public spheres by mixing 
commerce and sexuality, so too did one-woman brothel keepers subvert attempts 

34 Shapiro, p.97. 
35 Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, pp.45-47. 
36 Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight, pp.20-23; Philippa Levine, 'Rough Usage: Prostitution, 

Law and the Social Historian', in Adrian Wilson (ed.), Rethinking Social History. English Society 
1570-1920 and its Interpretation, Manchester, 1993, pp.266-77. 

^ Littlewood and Mahood, pp. 162-3. 
38 Superintendent Ellison to Commissioner Cullen, 5 June 1914, PI, 1915/1032. Some of the one-

woman brothel keepers had pimps, or 'bludgers', although these seemed to be the exception rather 
than the rule. In 1916 Truth reported that Italian 'white slave traffickers' were operating in 
Wellington. I could find no police evidence to support this claim. Truth, 1 July 1916. 
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to keep the public women separate from the private. This ambiguous status of 
women in the cities foreshadowed the more intense war-time anxiety over 
amateur prostitution. 

In the middle of 1914 Wellington's Superintendent Ellison reported that a 
local physician was treating men for venereal disease, contracted, allegedly, 
from a one-woman brothel behind a sweet shop in Willis Street, near the major 
thoroughfare of Lambton Quay. Unless something were done to keep such 
'immoral, diseased women' under restraint, he warned ominously, the result 
would be 'worse than Bubonic Plague and Small Pox together'.39 The officer's 
comments display an urgency absent from earlier police reports. By 1914 the 
police had been campaigning unsuccessfully for nearly six years for amend-
ments to the laws governing brothel-keeping. Their attempts to close down 
indiscreet businesses were not always successful either. Some women who 
operated one-woman brothels had shown themselves to be resistant to official 
control by re-opening their shops in other parts of town. Mildred Pilcher, forced 
to move from her shop in Wellington's Adelaide Road in early February 1914, 
purchased less than two weeks later a confectionery shop in central Willis Street 
from which she continued her trade.40 The apparent link between one-woman 
brothels and venereal disease provided police with a powerful rationale for the 
suppression of the brothels which intensified with the outbreak of war. 

Venereal disease had become a social and political issue in New Zealand by 
1914. The repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act 1869 in 1910 brought the topic 
once more to the political stage. Eager to have more public debate on the 
deleterious effects of venereal disease, Attorney-General John Findlay re-
minded his parliamentary colleagues that the Contagious Diseases Act had not 
improved the health of New Zealanders as some had expected. Far from 
suppressing prostitution, in his opinion the Act had been a legislative recognition 
of vice. The level of venereal disease was 'shocking and alarming', and an 
estimated 35% of all hospital outpatients were said to be suffering its ill-effects. 
Instead of allowing the 'harlot, rotten with disease, to parade our streets and have 
contact with any one whom she can tempt', he recommended that venereal 
disease be made notifiable and incorporated into the Public Health Amendment 
Act. He reminded his listeners that there was nothing to prevent a prostitute from 
practising her trade if she did not keep a brothel and refrained from soliciting.41 

Superintendent Ellison's remarks also capitalized on a growing public dis-
course over community health which had emerged following such initiatives as 
the establishment of a Department of Public Health in 1901, a School Medical 
Service in 1912, and a number of new hospitals from the turn of the century. 
Ellison's annual report for 1914 explicitly picked up the anxiety over the effects 
of venereal disease and linked it to the need to close one-woman brothels: 

39 Superintendent Ellison to Commissioner Cullen, 5 June 1914. PI, 1915/1032. 
40 Sergeant Trehey's reports, 5 December 1913, 10 February 1914, Sergeant Kelly's report, 23 

February 1914, Superintendent Ellison to Commissioner Cullen, 5 June 1914, PI, 1915/1032. 
41 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), vol. 153, 1910, pp.405-15. 
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If a respectable citizen has the misfortune to have a child taken ill of scarlatina . . . he has 
to report at once to the Health Officer, but the avaricious money-making harlots . . . are 
all at liberty to contaminate the nation from end to end, because innocent persons suffer 
— as do their children —just as much or more than the men who personally patronize 
these diseased women. One need not wonder at the number of young people wearing 
glasses, artificial teeth, and other evidences of constitutional weakness when female 
vultures are able to fatten and become wealthy while they disseminate disease in a 
wholesale manner.42 

It was a timely political piece. By the middle of the following year the police 
campaign to close one-woman brothels had coincided with public consternation 
over the incidence of venereal disease among soldiers. No longer were one-
woman brothels described as public nuisances and moral dangers; they had 
become a source of contamination to the public health, and a mortal threat to the 
military. In a case against Rosella Fogden in 1915 Sub-Inspector Mcllveney 
described her one-woman brothel in Auckland's working-class community of 
Freemans Bay as prejudicial to the health of the soldiery, two of whom were 
found on the premises when the police raided it.43 The war had added a potent 
new dimension to the police campaign to close one-woman brothels and 
provided the impetus necessary to bring about their suppression. 

Internationally, venereal disease became a public issue during the First World 
War as the war-time conditions exacerbated existing consternation over its 
effects.44 There is some evidence of an official reluctance in New Zealand to 
excite undue fear over the level of venereal disease in the community throughout 
the war — and there was certainly an unwillingness to discuss its effects among 
the forces serving overseas.45 Yet combatting venereal disease could be, as 
Philippa Levine has argued, an effective rallying point in times of both peace and 
war, and a means of introducing new ways of policing prostitution 46 In New 
Zealand a campaign against venereal disease became the primary means by 
which pressure was brought to bear to close the one-woman brothels and attempt 
to suppress other forms of prostitution. The social and moral milieu of war-time 
New Zealand injected fresh purpose into the debates over one-woman brothels, 
and served to crystallize the debate into concerted action. Investing the menace 

42 AJHR, 1915. H-16, p.9. 
43 Star, 1 December 1915. 
44 See Ann Taylor Allen, 'Feminism, venereal diseases, and the state in Germany, 1890-1918', 
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46 Levine, 'Rough usage', p.279. 
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of the one-woman brothels with a more overt medical connotation made their 
closure a matter of national safety. For those concerned about the survival of 
New Zealand's white population, considered by some to be under threat, one-
woman brothels and their supposed association with venereal disease constituted 
a new peril to be overcome.47 Metaphors of contagion and disorder had tradition-
ally abounded in debates on venereal disease and prostitution; at the outbreak of 
the war to end all wars the 'hideous cancer which is eating into the body politic' 
loomed more ominous than ever.48 

The story of prostitution, venereal disease and New Zealand troops overseas 
during the First World War is well known, but the relationship between these 
within New Zealand is, and was, less publicized.49 This was due in part to the 
military reluctance to acknowledge publicly venereal disease as a problem in its 
training camps near the main population centres. It was a reticence that went 
hand in hand with a denial that soldiers visited prostitutes or that they were 
drinkers — in fact, scant allusion was made to anything which could detract from 
the image of the New Zealand soldier as a respectable chap.50 Partly too it was 
an unwillingness to recognize that New Zealand had problems more commonly 
associated with other nations. Venereal disease may have been perceived as 
endemic throughout Europe and elsewhere, but according to George Russell, 
Minister of Public Health, New Zealand's healthiness made it a 'great deal better 
than the average of civilized countries'.51 Soliciting Egyptian and even English 
women could be regarded as the greatest foe the New Zealand soldier could meet, 
and London, allegedly worse than Cairo, held many dangers for soldiers; the 
Minister of Defence, James Allen, asserted that no lad in uniform could walk 
about there without being hourly accosted by dressed up women with painted 
faces.52 New Zealand, and its good women, should have been a different story. 

The army's published figures for the number of venereal disease cases in its 
training camps suggest that it was not a serious problem. During 1916and 1917 
venereal disease accounted for between six and twelve per cent of all admissions 
to camp hospitals, the third most common reason for illness after influenza and 

47 A fuller discussion of anxiety over New Zealand's white population can be found in Philip 
Fleming, 'Eugenics in New Zealand, 1900-1940', MA thesis, Massey University, 1981, passim. 
Bronwyn Dalley, '"Making Bricks without Straw": feminism and prison reform in New Zealand, 
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inspired social policy directed at women over this period. Evening Post, 11,13 March 1916. 

48 Fleming, '"Shadow over New Zealand'", pp.119-35; Levine, 'Rough usage', p.282; Luise 
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measles.53 The army' s medical officers did not consider this excessive, given the 
number of troops passing through the camps. Medical officers clearly expected 
the level to be higher, an unacknowledged assumption, perhaps, that soldiers 
would visit brothels while on leave. Some also recognized that the level of 
venereal disease was artificially high simply due to the fact that the men's health 
was being monitored as never before, and most certainly as that of the civilian 
population never had been.54 Nevertheless, the military authorities and the public 
at large attached a significant meaning to the level and were perturbed at its 
possible consequences. As Major Gunn of the Medical Corps at Featherston 
camp informed his superior, the level of disease was of sufficient importance and 
menace to justify very radical and drastic measures being taken in the interests 
of the soldiers and the public at large.55 

These 'radical and drastic' measures focused on the immediate closure of one-
woman brothels and through that, the suppression of other forms of prostitution. 
The army, the Minister of Defence, the press, and many public commentators, 
had no doubt over the source of the contagion afflicting soldiers, and pinpointed 
one-woman brothels as the most dangerous scourge. 'Conditions exist in 
Wellington which are an absolute disgrace', noted Allen, describing the town's 
one-woman brothels. 'There are fruit shops and other shops in this c i ty . . . which 
are simply dens of iniquity where the young men of these forces are induced to 
go' ,56 The Director-General of the army' s medical services found it 'commonly 
reported' that girls in sweet shops and bars were 'notoriously immoral'.57 And 
Truth, in its usual melodramatic style of making sex news, reported evocatively 
of one-woman brothels: the 'confectionery bagnio . . . "lollie shops" in 
Cambridge-terrace [which] are houses of crimson vice'. In its 'Warning to 
Warriors when in Wellington' it described in meticulous detail a lolly shop, 'one 
of the "red light" kind', which, the tabloid claimed, would receive as many as 40 
clients of an evening, all 'soldiers of the King'. So popular with the troops were 
these one-woman brothels on Cambridge Terrace that the area had become 
known as Gallipoli.58 

The army worked closely with the police to close one-woman brothels. Only 
rarely were medical officers able to extract from soldiers the location of brothels 
or other places which they frequented while away from camp. Gunn found it 
'impossible' to elicit information, acquiring the name and address of an alleged 

53 New Zealand Expeditionary Force Report of Director-General of Medical Services, AJHR, 
1917, H-19J, pp.2,5-6; New Zealand Expeditionary Force Health of Troops in New Zealand, AJHR, 
1918, H-19B, pp.2, 14-15. 
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one-woman brothel in only one instance.59 Soldierly reticence should not be 
surprising. In an environment where there was little privacy, their refusal to 
identify their companions while on leave could be read as a means of maintaining 
some control over their private lives.60 Any information which could be gleaned, 
however, was passed to the police along with a request to keep the woman's 
premises under surveillance with a view to closing them. Colonel Gibbon 
informed Commissioner Cullen of the general whereabouts of several one-
woman brothels his soldiers had visited in Wellington during 1916, and asked if 
something could be done about them. Police inquiries revealed that none of the 
streets contained anything which could be described as a brothel in the legal 
sense, although each 'boasted' several one-woman brothels as well as women 
who consorted with soldiers. The police considered it likely that most of the 
brothel-keepers were carriers of venereal disease and transmitted it to soldiers.61 

Even when attention had turned from the one-woman brothel the army continued 
to call on a readily-obliging police for aid in suppressing prostitution or illicit 
conduct around the soldiers. Relying on military reports that prostitutes were 
operating on the steamers carrying troops to Lyttelton, police patrolled the ports 
travelling undercover on the boats and monitoring the conduct of women and 
men.62 

The army, police, parliamentarians and members of the public called for more 
than such sporadic, reactive measures, or legislation which only targeted a 
minority of venereal disease sufferers.63 Representatives of the army's medical 
services demanded publicly that all places where 'loose women' were known to 
live should be proceeded against with the 'utmost rigour of the law', while 
newspaper editors hoped that the public would witness a 'sane and courageous' 
effort to rid the country of venereal disease.64 Almost inevitably, given its recent 
publicity, some clamoured for the reinstatement of the Contagious Diseases Act 
as the only possible and effective solution to one-woman brothels. One police 
officer, claiming that too much 'morbid sentimentality' had been displayed over 
the rights of women, called for the reintroduction of the Act, to be rigorously 
applied by the police and 'not left to any nebulous health committee or similar 
body of people who know little or nothing about it, swayed by mawkish feeling, 
and would only dilly-dally with one of the most difficult but not wholly insoluble 
problems of our time'.65 Writers to newspapers freely tendered their advice on 

59 MajorGunnto Director-General ofMedical Services, 14March 1916. AD1,1st sequence, Box 
864, 24/46/6, Venereal disease returns from NZEF camps. 
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the issue: women of known immoral tendencies should be arrested and locked 
up, and the police should be given the power to act in any way in the interests of 
morality and public health.66 

Army medical officers, women's groups and indeed most members of Parlia-
ment did not favour a return to the nineteenth-century methods, regarding them 
as outmoded and inefficient. The Director-General of the army's medical 
services consistently condemned a resurrection of the Contagious Diseases Act 
as unworkable. 'The man who advocates license must, if he carries his sugges-
tion to its logical conclusion, sanction a life of prostitution for his mother, his 
wife, or his sister', claimed a medical officer from Featherston camp.67 The 
ministers of Health and Defence both drew back from the measure, regarding the 
legislation as not only ineffective, but offensive to women in a civilized society. 
In his speech on venereal diseases to the House in 1916 (during which women 
were invited to leave the public gallery), George Russell saw fit to reassure 
women that he had their interests at heart: 'I recognize the responsibility which 
has been placed upon me, and . . . assure them that it will be my great desire to 
uphold the sacredness of the pure and virtuous womanhood of New Zealand'.68 

Groups such as the Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) were not 
reassured, and their protests illustrated the continuation of a moral as well as a 
medical dimension in the opposition to prostitution and the means of its 
suppression. The WCTU submitted a steady stream of resolutions to James Allen 
expressing their concern about the means of closing one-woman brothels and 
suppressing other prostitution, lest vice be made safe and women become 'sex 
slaves' to men. Allen continued to reiterate the desirability of policing the 
behaviour of women and men, and assured the country that if any measure were 
passed to eliminate venereal disease, it would apply equally to both sexes.69 

Medical officers concurred, with one arguing that it was 'hardly worth while 
quarantining the soldiers who fall victims while the diseased women are left to 
spread the disease unchecked in the community' ™ Yet the fact that soldiers were 
treated and isolated, subject to medical examination, and exposed to a series of 
lectures and illustrative shows exhibiting the ravages of venereal disease and the 
temptations of the city, only served to emphasize to contemporaries that the real 
source of the problem lay elsewhere. If venereal disease were not to be a menace 
to the country's fighting men, then women had to be targeted and one-woman 
brothels closed; in the interests of national efficiency, women's behaviour, 
apparently, had to change. 

The regulations finally gazetted in August 1916 to suppress one-woman 
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brothels were very simple, neither as draconian as some would have wished and 
others imagined, nor as invasive as some implemented in other countries. 
Cardiff, for example, imposed a curfew on 'questionable' women frequenting 
pubs and streets, while Fife prohibited all women from the streets after 10 p.m.71 

In New Zealand it became an offence for a person to keep or manage any house 
of ill-fame or brothel, which was defined as any premises used for the purposes 
of prostitution, whether by one woman or by more than one.72 The regulations 
were vague, investing police with wide powers to curtail a variety of prostitution, 
a term left undefined, as in nineteenth-century legislation to combat prostitution. 

But for some, closing one-woman brothels would only be part of it. The debate 
broadened to encompass other issues of moral purity and public behaviour. 
Groups such as the WCTU used the occasion to call for the enactment of some 
of their long-standing demands, including more sex education, the introduction 
of women police and the inculcation of higher ideals of purity for women and 
men. Featherston's medical officer recommended that public parks should be 
closed at night and that all dances which soldiers attended be supervised. And in 
the wartime climate of patriotism, efficiency and national safety, women's 
conduct more generally came under intense scrutiny. There were calls for the 
rigorous policing of women as they moved about the city. One medical officer 
suggested that it be made illegal for any young woman to be on the streets after 
dark unless chaperoned, and that female labour bureaux be established for 
women who evidently had nothing better to do than cavort with soldiers.71 

Those women not clearly identified as respectable increasingly became 
lahelled as clandestine or amateur prostitutes. It was not the 'old class prosti-
tutes' who were the trap for soldiers, one Wellington police officer claimed, but 
the 'married women, kept women, and single girls who prostitute their bodies as 
a means to increase their earnings a n d . . . to live a life of ease and luxury' ,74 The 
Director-General of medical services was informed that 'men contract disease by 
going with women of mature age who ask men to stand them drinks as the price 
of their favours', and Lily Atkinson of the WCTU had heard of women hanging 
around soldiers in Palmerston North, 'beseeching' them as they left the Awapuni 
camp.75 Some of these women may well have been amateur 'prostitutes', selling 
sex on the casual basis which could form part of the labouring life of some 
women. Yet the facility with which the term prostitute was used suggests not 
only the ambiguities of the designation itself, but a confusion over the sexual and 
public behaviour of women. 

Disquiet about these 'new' forms of 'prostitution', including one-woman 
brothels, had served to turn the spotlight on women's behaviour more generally. 
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The First World War had certainly accentuated the social freedoms that New 
Zealand women had achieved earlier. The young women of the 1910s in 
particular had been moving about more easily in the cities than before, and this 
visibility and mobility increased during the war. Women entered new forms of 
employment such as office and shop work, enjoyed modern fashions, entertain-
ment and companionship without the necessity of chaperones. Their war effort 
was not confined to knitting socks and packing food parcels as they socialized 
with soldiers in restaurants and hotels, parks and dances.76 Such activities, 
however, led the women to be portrayed as persistent nuisances, seeking a good 
time at a trooper's expense, preying on his wallet, and ultimately his body. These 
were the dangerous amateur prostitutes of New Zealand's war-time cities. 

As Judith Walkowitz has argued, public anxiety over 'dangerous' or subver-
sive sexualities focused on more than disorderly conduct, and could include such 
everyday things as work, fashion and lifestyles.77 Just as the presence of one-
woman brothel keepers in the inner-city residential communities could lead to 
any woman being mistaken for a prostitute, so too did the appearance of young 
women in new public spaces splice the traditional divisions between clearly 
respectable and clearly unrespectable. Boundaries became muddied, as some 
women's behaviour and lifestyles placed them in a middle terrain where they 
were 'neither ladies nor prostitutes'.78 

The dividing line between respectable and less inhibited conduct may have 
expanded to accommodate a middle ground, but not everything had changed. 
Wartime liberties sometimes clashed with more traditional expectations about 
women's conduct, and it was this collision which fuelled the notions of amateur 
and clandestine prostitution. Some soldiers, for instance, maintained that they 
did not visit prostitutes and one-woman brothels but socialized instead with the 
'girls who frequent in large numbers the streets of Wellington'. Regardless of 
their occupation, these women were identified as carriers of disease, the 
'venereal vultures' who preyed on soldiers and disrupted the war effort.79 

Conversely, men's — more specifically soldiers' — conduct was considered 
more benign, less dangerous, and less overtly sexual. Throughout most of these 
debates soldiers were depicted as the unwilling victims, young innocents 
beguiled by the false charms of the one-woman brothel keeper and other 
prostitutes. Soldiers were the ones waylaid in the streets and pubs by importun-
ing women. They were 'induced' to go to one-woman brothels and sweet shops; 
'it was not a fair thing', declared Lily Atkinson, 'to have innocent country boys 
exposed to temptation' .80 Soldiers were seen as simply following the lead given 
by women. A 'Soldier's Wife' believed that no man would 'insult' a woman 
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unless her manner and character gave him the cue; the woman's task, rather, was 
to 'safeguard' the man in his weakness. The New Zealand soldier was, clearly, 
a respectable sort, no worse — and perhaps even better — than the rest of the 
male population. The Returned Servicemen's Association protested in 1917 that 
all the talk of venereal disease had caused much unpleasantness between soldiers 
and their 'lady friends', for it was not right to 'brand' soldiers, when everyone 
knew that the diseases existed among the civilian population.81 

There were some dissenting voices to the paradigm which presented women 
as dangerous temptresses and soldiers as sexual innocents. These, however, were 
quickly lost in the babble of outrage over women's public behaviour. 'A 
Christian' told newspaper editors in 1916 that they would have been doing better 
work, '(better Christian work) if you had devoted your columns to condemning 
the practice which is far too prevalent at present of encouraging the young men 
in khaki to parade the streets and other places and entice young girls into 
immorality'.82 Some recognized the potential problems when uniformed men 
gathered in groups under the banners of war. Eveline Cunnington, the social 
reformer, wrote that the 'massing of large numbers of men taken from their usual 
wholesome modes of life into congested areas and subjected to great nervous 
excitement, accompanied by a relaxation from home influence, has created a 
grave menace to the physical and moral condition of society at large'.83 Another 
wondered if the soldiers had never 'tasted the tree of knowledge' before, or if 
men were 'so weak-minded that when temptation assails them they have not the 
will power or discipline to say "No" ' ,84 

When soldiers were known to visit one-woman brothels and other prostitutes, 
spreading or contracting venereal disease, they were still portrayed as innocent 
or ignorant, more often the victims of alcohol. The military authorities believed 
drink to be the primary cause of 'immorality' and venereal disease in the forces. 
'Time after time', an officer from Featherston reported, 'cases seen by Medical 
Officers . . . and in the Venereal Disease Hospital have stated that it was because 
they had been drinking that they fell prey to enticements which, if they had been 
sober, they would have been able to resist.'85 Even drinking itself was sometimes 
perceived as being forced on meekly acquiescent soldiers. In early 1916, for 
example, Allen appealed to the public to refrain from 'shouting' soldiers drinks. 
Not only did it damage the troopers' self-respect — they would prefer to 
purchase their own — but it was through treating, apparently, that some young 
men had been led into 'difficulties'.86 
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The apparent links forged between alcohol, loose women, one-woman broth-
els, prostitution and venereal disease led to a lively debate about drinking and 
pubs during 1916 and 1917. As an interim measure to secure national efficiency, 
shouting soldiers drinks became an offence under the War Regulations issued in 
August 1916. In an attempt to break the association between alcohol and 
venereal disease, the 1916 regulations also prohibited the presence of women in 
hotels after 6 p.m. More wide-sweeping regulations were brought in during 1917 
with the introduction of six o'clock hotel closing. 

Yet by the time of the War Regulations of 1916, police and local councils had 
devised their own ways of countering one-woman brothels. Stripped of their 
ability to prosecute on grounds of brothel-keeping, and generally unsuccessful 
in their attempts to convict under the other favoured prostitution-related of-
fences, the police refined some of their less orthodox means of control. Close 
surveillance, which had frequently been used to disrupt the women's business, 
was increased to a constant police presence. In Auckland in particular, the local 
police developed the 'short beat': uniformed constables parading a 30-yard beat 
on the pavement outside suspicious lolly shops and alleged one-woman brothels 
to starve the business of clients. According to Truth, this method led to the 
closure of 56 one-woman brothels and Auckland became the 'cleanest' of the 
major cities after being the 'happy hunting ground of the brothel-keeper, and . 
. . the importunate woman'.87 

At the same time, the Auckland and Wellington city councils had enacted their 
own legal machinery to facilitate the prosecution of one-woman brothel keepers. 
Prohibited from making by-laws on matters of public morality, anything relating 
to the regulation of prostitution or brothel-keeping on the grounds of protecting 
the community from vice was beyond a council's legal capacity. The more 
intense medicalization of prostitution as a public health issue — and thus one on 
which councils could legislate — provided them with the means of regulation. 
In 1915 and 1916 both the Auckland and Wellington councils proclaimed one-
woman brothels to be detrimental to the public health and provided the police 
with the power to bring charges under the local by-laws. After the first successful 
prosecution in February 1916, police warned one-woman brothel keepers that 
they would spare no effort in rooting out suspected brothels. A successful appeal 
against a later conviction of a Wellington woman called into question the validity 
of the by-law, but within weeks, the War Regulations were brought in to close 
the loop-hole.88 By 1917, the police were confident in declaring that one-woman 
brothels had become a thing of the past. Auckland's Superintendent Kiely 

87 Owen Cherrett, Without Fear or Favour. 150 years of policing Auckland, Auckland. 1989, 
p. 109; Truth, 1 July 1916. 

88 Star, 1,23 August 1916. The Auckland by-law was an almost exact copy of a Hastings Borough 
and Wellington by-law which made illegal disorderly houses run by one woman. The by-laws did 
not mention public health, although the Auckland City Council's solicitor argued, successfully at 
first, that the by-law was proclaimed under the terms of the Public Health Act. Star, 1 February 1916; 
Town Clerk to City Solicitor, 2 February. ACC 108, Letter Book. Nov 1915-Feb 1916,6 May 1916, 
Special Meeting of Auckland City Council, ACC 101/23, Auckland City Council Minute Book, 22 
April 1915 - 14 December 1916, Auckland City Archives (ACA). 
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claimed that the regulations had rid the city 'in no uncertain way of the one-
woman brothel pest'. References to the one-woman brothel disappear after this 
time, and convictions for both solicitation and brothel-keeping declined dramati-
cally.89 Venereal disease remained an issue, and in a dramatic turnaround at the 
end of the war, the focus turned to the part played by soldiers in spreading this.90 

The debates over one-woman brothels exposed some of the uncertainties of 
early twentieth-century New Zealand society. Like venereal disease, the brothels 
became a metaphor for the manifold ills of the nation. They were a sign that New 
Zealand's moral standard had lapsed, its public health was under threat, and its 
national survival in jeopardy. And bisecting all of these issues were the 
ambiguities over women's public behaviour in the city raised by the figure of the 
one-woman brothel keeper and her mode of living. 

No longer was the prostitute primarily an evil threat to the moral tone of the 
nation, but a medical issue which struck at the heart of the country's future.91 

Representing the moral bogey of prostitution in medical garb was not new, 
however. Protecting the health of the community was an important theme in the 
debates surrounding the introduction of the Contagious Diseases Act in 1869. 
The twentieth-century arguments added a new dimension to the medical dis-
course by linking prostitution and venereal disease more explicitly with national 
survival, exemplified in the war effort. An unbounded female sexuality threat-
ened New Zealand's white population, especial ly when its target was fighting for 
king and country. Medicalizing in these ways the consequences of the one-
woman brothel provided the means for its suppression and an assault on 
prostitution more generally. Although the criminal, moral and sanitary fears that 
prostitution aroused were never far apart, the particular war-time conditions 
sharpened the medical and racial consequences of unbridled prostitution and 
unchecked venereal disease. As Philippa Levine has argued, medical parlance 
was 'captured' by a range of individuals and groups, such as the police and social 
purity organizations, which were already concerned about venereal disease and 
prostitution.92 Closing the brothels and suppressing other forms of prostitution 
became a matter of national importance, as the public implications of private 
choices loomed large. Such a medical construction of the public good could, and 
did, serve to justify a range of authoritarian measures aimed at those identified 
as carriers of illness.93 The police were given unrestricted authority to close 
down one-woman brothels. These were powers they may not have gained had the 
country not been on a war footing, or, as in the case of the Contagious Diseases 
Act 1869, in the grip of fervent discussion over venereal disease and prostitution. 

89 Report on the Police Force of the Dominion. AJHR, 1917, H-16, pp. 7-8. The convictions for 
brothel-keeping fell from 71 in the first year of the operation of the regulations, to 17 two years later. 
AJHR, 1916-1919, H-16. 

90 Tolerton, p. 196. 
91 For more on these issues see Elizabeth Lunbeck, '"A New Generation of Women": Progressive 

Psychiatrists and the Hypersexual Female', Feminist Studies, 13,3 (1987), p.516. 
92 Levine, 'Women and Prostitution', p.489. 
93 Allen, pp.37, 50; Levine, 'Women and Prostitution', p.489. 
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Claims of the 'victory' over the one-woman brothels in 1916 suggest that the 
police eagerly used their long-awaited power to close the brothels, although their 
'success' in this area may have masked the continuation of other forms of 
prostitution such as street-walking and other brothel-keeping. 

The greater good of a country at war became a conveniently potent argument 
for outlawing one-woman brothels. Indicative of the notion, rife in New Zealand 
and elsewhere, that when many men were under military control the civilian 
population too should be constrained,94 the campaign to shut one-woman 
brothels formed but one part of a myriad of regulations governing aspects of New 
Zealanders' private lives during the war. The need to protect soldiers and the 
national welfare justified new state powers such as those embodied in the War 
Regulations. National efficiency and personal sacrifice demanded the end of the 
one-woman brothel, and assured the police of the requisite powers to hasten the 
process. 

A focus on the consequences of one-woman brothels facilitated a broader 
regulation of the public behaviour of all women. The war emphasized an image 
of a dangerously sexual woman setting out to destroy the country' s innocent and 
uniformed manhood. It was an image which had its origins in an existing 
consternation over women's behaviour, and was thus applied freely to describe 
a wide range of women's conduct, expanding beyond prostitution. The use of 
designations 'clandestine' or 'amateur' prostitute to describe the actions of 
women socializing with soldiers called into question the activities of any woman. 

Private and public recurred in various forms as themes in debates over one-
woman brothels, alerting us to the artificiality of demarcating these 'spheres' . 
The private actions of the public's soldiers came under scrutiny, although they 
were not at first held accountable for their part in spreading the private illness of 
venereal disease. Most spectacularly, one-woman brothel keepers challenged 
the boundaries demarcating public from private, respectable women from the 
morally-questionable, in both their actions and transactions. Unlike other 
prostitutes or keepers of more regular brothels, the one-woman brothel keeper 
purveyed sex in a unique fashion. Selling the private act of sex in legitimate 
public businesses such as lolly shops challenged ideas about both commercial 
activity and sexual services. The presence of one-woman brothels in the close 
urban environment led to confusion over the definitions of prostitute, and once 
that term was in a state of flux, to ambiguities over the representation of all 
women. 
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