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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

 “How the Common Grunt and Prostitute Changed Military Policy” argues that the 

promiscuity of the American servicemen and the women they encountered, forced the 

military to abandon its policy of endorsing abstinence during the Second World War.  

Out of fear of weakening the combat strength of the military, the government initially 

used punishments as a deterrent to contracting venereal disease.  Since the men in arms 

actively sought venues for pre-marital sex regardless of the consequences, such penalties 

proved unsuccessful.  As the war progressed, the War Department and Surgeon General’s 

Office reacted and began to implement methods of venereal disease education, 

prevention, and treatment. 

 iv  



   

INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
 

“The maid in the lime-colored panties was a cheerful, fat, obliging woman in her 
mid-thirties with squashy thighs and swaying hams in lime-colored panties that 
she was always rolling off for any man who wanted her.  She had a plain broad 
face and was the most virtuous woman alive: she laid for ‘everybody,’ regardless 
of race, creed, color or place of national origin, donating herself socially as an act 
of hospitality, procrastinating not even for the moment it might take to discard the 
cloth or broom or dust mop she was clutching at the time she was grabbed.  Her 
allure stemmed from her accessibility; like Mt. Everest, she was there, and the 
men climbed on top of her each time they felt the urge.  Yossarian was in love 
with the maid in the lime-colored panties because she seemed to be the only 
woman left he could make love to without falling in love with.1” 

 
Nestled throughout the pages of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 are vivid characters 

from the underworld, like this maid in the lime-colored panties, who associated with the 

American servicemen.  Nately, for example, loved his whore, and habitually spent his 

monthly allowances on her and her kid-sister.  The protagonist Yossarian fell in love with 

and proposed to a prostitute named Luciana.  Of all the characters, only the chaplain did 

not indulge himself in sex.  Yossarian and his fellow crewmember’s interaction with 

prostitutes and promiscuous women, illustrated the prevalence of sexual contact between 

American servicemen and local women during the Second World War.  Overshadowed 

by a commonly accepted victory over evil, the topic of the serviceman’s promiscuity has 

rarely been addressed. 

“How the Common Grunt and Prostitute Changed Military Policy” focuses on the 

relationship between three independent groups.  The first is a combination of the 

prostitute, who sold her body for money, and the promiscuous woman, who attempted to 

fulfill her own sexual desires.  The second category includes the American servicemen, 

who despite the risk of venereal disease and punishments, often committed adultery and 

took advantage of the availability of sex.  Lastly, the coalition of Congress, the War 

Department, and the Surgeon General’s Office failed at their attempt to dictate their 

definition of proper behavior between men and women.  The relationship between these 

three groups is important since, the men on the ground in the military, and the women 

                                                 
1 Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1955), 143. 
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with whom they had relations, forced the government to change its policy from 

abstinence to one of developing methods of preventing and curing venereal disease.  

Little work has been done on the prevalence of the prostitution and promiscuity 

witnessed by American troops during the Second World War.  However, the results—the 

change in the military policies on sex—have had a lasting impact on the armed forces. 

 Few works existed that focused on the sexuality of American GIs and their 

interaction with women and the military leadership, before “How the Common Grunt and 

Prostitute Changed Military Policy.”  The secondary sources available often only touched 

on the issues of sexuality in a paragraph or a chapter.  Virtue under Fire: How World War 

II Changed Our Social and Sexual Attitudes (1985), by John Costello, however, 

represented the most distinguishable exception.  This work, which did address the GIs 

and the prostitutes, differed from mine in that it rightly regarded the war as a factor that 

changed American social behavior.  World War II then, was a continuation of the 

Roaring Twenties and an event that helped to instigate the Sexual Revolution of the 

1960s.  In addition, though they failed to factor in the relationship between the 

government, the GIs, and the women, other works such as Rules of Desire, Sex in Britain: 

World War I to the Present (1992), by Cate Haste, Prostitution and Victorian Society: 

Women, Class, and the State (1980), by Judith Walkowitz, and the 1998 article, “The 

Sexual Behavior of American GIs During the Early Years of the Occupation of 

Germany,” by John Willoughby, provided extraordinary insights into sexual attitudes. 

 This thesis contributes to the fields of World War II, social, and gender history, 

by exploring an unknown and forgotten aspect about the war.  One tends to acknowledge 

military accomplishments, and the horrors inflicted upon civilians during the war, rather 

than the ordinary lives of the soldiers.  Promiscuity and prostitution became a part of the 

serviceman’s life and threatens to change the popular perception of the wholesome GIs.  

Thus, social and World War II historians can gather information on a widespread aspect 

of the war, regarded as a taboo.  Gender historians, meanwhile, can value the interaction 

between three distinct groups, the young men, young women, and policy-making 

officials, who all strove to act as they wished.  A combination of the ordinary man and 

woman’s triumph over leadership, as well as the unique and somewhat seedy subject of 

promiscuity, encourages interest by academics and non-academics alike. 
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For this thesis, I heavily rely on a variety of primary sources: the accounts of the 

men involved in the war, government and military documents and regulations, as well as 

newspaper articles.  One should note that while I mention the women involved, whether 

prostitutes or victory girls, due to a lack of sources on women, this work is primarily 

from the point of view of the soldiers, or clientele.  In addition, the lack of sources has 

also affected which countries this work discusses.  For example, Italy, the setting for 

Catch-22, a country in which promiscuity probably ran rampant, has not been included.  

Of the countries incorporated, often the source emphasis has applied to a single city, like 

London, Paris, or Manila.  The difficulty in finding both primary and secondary sources 

has limited the scope of this thesis. 

Most of the primary sources that relate to the experiences of the men in combat 

are found in The Institute on World War II and the Human Experiences at Florida State 

University in Tallahassee, Florida.  These memoirs, letters, and oral histories have largely 

been untouched by any systematic historical research and scholarship.  Therefore, both 

the content of the soldiers’ accounts and the fact the sources have not been used before 

increases their value.  Such first-hand accounts express the experiences that the men 

endured, whether in commenting on their own promiscuity as young men and interaction 

with women, describing the motivations for visiting brothels, or mentioning methods of 

venereal disease treatment developed by the War Department. 

 Weaknesses do exist in the accounts of the average soldier.  First of all, many 

veterans wrote manuscripts or told their experiences decades after the war had ended.  

This time lapse accounts for a loss of detail and perhaps the embellishment of actual 

events.  In an attempt to verify, I have read secondary sources on different topics of the 

war—the GIs in Britain, the Occupation of Germany, etc.  A second weakness is the 

men’s unwillingness to talk of pre-marital sex or prostitution.  Through my research, it 

became clear that in the years away from one’s family, the majority of young men in the 

United States Armed Forces did engage in sexual activities; few veterans are willing to 

mention it.  The few that did often used the phrase, “This is what I heard.”  Therefore 

many men, who married and raised families, did not want to tarnish their image as 

husband, grandfather, and provider.  Also, while it seems that the women who remained 

behind during the war, turned a blind eye to their boyfriend’s/husband’s sexual exploits, 
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many veterans also resisted talking of their sexual experiences in service, for fear of 

angering their wives.  Since the fifteen or so first-hand accounts from the servicemen 

cannot adequately tell the entire story, I have also relied on previously used primary 

sources. 

 A second group of primary sources are well known accounts that have existed 

since the war itself.  These include newspaper articles, letters to the editor, and a want 

add for prostitutes in Japan.  Printed news proves useful, since contributors describe 

events as they occur.  In 1942 and 1943, Agnes E. Meyer, for instance, wrote a series of 

articles for the Washington Post that described the effects of the war on the home front.2  

Two articles included dealt with prostitution near military base towns.  Meyer wrote of 

the unanticipated growth of small towns due to the bases and the consequent rise in the 

liquor and prostitution industries.  Unfortunately, she failed to include that ordinary 

troops caused the demand for the prostitutes.  A second source in print came from the 

London Times.  In August 1942, two men wrote letters to the editor in response to the 

growing presence of American and Allied troops in Great Britain, and the rising rates of 

venereal disease.  These letters give the reader insight into the British mindset about the 

large number of Americans forces in their country, as well as supplement the accounts of 

the dangers of VD.  Lastly, in September 1945 the Guam edition of the Navy News 

published an advertisement found in the Japanese newspaper, Tokyo, which recruited 

prostitutes for the use of the American occupiers. 

 Official accounts from the Army also reflect primary sources that have existed for 

decades.  Aside from the occasional War Department order found among the collections 

at the Institute on World War II and the Human Experience, I have also used the Army’s 

Green Book Series on the Second World War.  Special Fields and Communicable 

Diseases, volumes 9 and 10 of Preventive Medicine in World War II described the 

measures the Army took to educate its men on the dangers of venereal disease, as well as 

the numerous prevention and treatment methods developed during the war.3  These books 

                                                 
2 Agnes E. Meyer, Journey Through Chaos (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1944). 
 
3 Colonel Robert S. Anderson, MC, USA et al., Special Fields, vol. 9 of Medical Department, United States 

Army: Preventive Medicine in World War II (Washington, D.C.: Office of the Surgeon General, 
Department of the Army, 1969) and Colonel John Boyd Coates, Jr., MC et al., Communicable Diseases 

Transmitted Through Contact or By Unknown Means, vol. 5 of Medical Department, Department of the 
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are extremely useful for their thoroughness and description of the government’s role in 

fighting venereal disease.  A main flaw with these sources is that in many cases, the men 

on the scene did not implement military orders.  For example, though illegal, many 

officers set up brothels for use by their troops.  While the rates of venereal disease did fall 

due to the actions of the War Department and the Surgeon General’s Office, many men 

did not always practice safe sex, or visit a prophylactic station after sex.  The laxity of the 

average serviceman to vigilantly fight venereal disease can best be seen in the 

temporarily high rates of sexually transmitted diseases when the army entered new areas, 

like France and the Philippines in 1944, and Germany and Japan in 1945.  As a result, it 

became best to use the typical veteran’s remembrances and the Army’s official 

perception of events, in conjunction with one another. 

In Chapter 1, “Prostitution and the Battle over the Regulation,” I argue that since 

the turn of the century prostitution has become a choice for working-class women to 

temporarily supplement their income.  Due to a lack of economic opportunities, women 

with few alternatives made this choice.  These women were active in choosing their 

profession, either out of economic need or personal desire.  I also discuss the 

establishment of a regulated brothel system in France, Japan, and Great Britain, where 

governments sought to control venereal disease through licensing prostitutes, confining 

them to brothels, and providing the women with consistent medical examinations.  In 

response to the actions that certain governments took against women, a feminist 

movement formed that called for the abolition of the regulated brothels system.  A new 

group of socially active middle-class women, like Josephine Butler, argued that 

regulation created a double standard, which blamed women, and not men, for pre-marital 

sex and the spread of venereal disease.  The regulated brothels system is important to 

examine before addressing the promiscuity of men and women during the Second World 

War, since it provides a background to the sexual attitudes experienced in the countries 

examined in this work.  The regulationist system is also a precursor for the paternalistic 

attitude that the American Government and Military leadership took against their soldiers 

and the women with whom they had sexual relations.  Finally, the American military 

                                                                                                                                                 
Army: Preventive Medicine in World War II (Washington, D.C.: Office of the Surgeon General, 
Department of the Army, 1960). 
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itself enacted a form of the regulated brothel system near U.S. bases in Asia following the 

war. 

 Chapter 2, “The Promiscuity of American Servicemen,” addresses the issue of the 

recruit’s sexual awakening while away from the constraints of home.  Freed from social 

taboos and the commitment of long-lasting relationships, the men witnessed an 

acceptance of sex from their peers.  This included pre-marital sex and visiting prostitutes.  

While society demanded that women behave properly, the women themselves, whether 

ordinary women out for a good time, or prostitutes, willingly supplied the men an outlet 

for their sexual appetite.  Therefore, I attempt to prove that regardless of marital status as 

a civilian, due to the stress of war, servicemen visited prostitutes and/or promiscuous 

women. 

 In Chapter 3, “Leadership’s Responses to the Threat of Venereal Disease,” I argue 

that in order to eliminate the threats of venereal disease, the military first sought a policy 

of abstinence.  The government even passed a law, the May Act, which sanctioned the 

closure of houses of prostitution near military establishments.  When it became clear that 

self-restraint and punishment did not deter servicemen from finding sexual partners, the 

War Department and the Surgeon General developed a venereal disease educational 

system.  Through subsequent methods of VD prevention and treatment, I argue that the 

persistence of the men in uniform to have sexual relations, regardless of consequences, 

forced the government to find other ways to nullify the effects of venereal disease.  When 

correctly implemented, these measures—the issuance of condoms for free, the use of 

prophylactic stations and prophylactic kits, and the development of penicillin—did 

reduce the debilitating spread of venereal disease.  

 Chapter 4, “The Interaction of the Government, GIs, and Women in the Post-War 

Era,” deals with the American occupation of both Germany and Japan.  The women of 

both conquered nations faced severe hardships, from the destruction of cities, to the loss 

of brothers, fathers, and husbands, to the lack of food supplies.  As a result, many 

German and Japanese women used sex as a barter system with the occupiers, for food and 

consumer goods.  The Americans meanwhile, had a reliable supply of such goods at the 

post exchanges and took advantage of what the women had to offer.  Lacking military 

combat, the GIs had more free time to get in trouble.  Rates of venereal disease rose 
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drastically among the GIs during the initial months of occupation, as a result of the 

friendly relations with local women and the reliance on the curative powers of penicillin.  

The failure of efforts made by occupation officials, such as Eisenhower and MacArthur, 

to prevent the interaction between the GIs and local German and Japanese women, forced 

authorities to accept the promiscuity of the men in uniform.  
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CHAPTER 1: 

PROSTITUTION AND THE BATTLE OF REGULATION 

 
 
 
 

In order to gain perspective on the role of prostitution during the Second World 

War and exhibit how a government can dictate acceptable behavior, it is necessary to 

have a comparative exploration of the battle over a regulated system of prostitution in the 

different countries examined, as well as the prostitutes.  During the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century, the Industrial Revolution, immigration, and the tremendous population growth 

led to an unprecedented and alarming rise of prostitution.  Faced with few job prospects 

and horrible living conditions, some working-class women temporarily and voluntarily 

chose to become prostitutes.  As traditional areas for vice expanded and became visible to 

the average person, several governments enacted various forms of regulation, designed to 

isolate and control the lives of prostitutes, and hence protect middle-class society.  

Fallibilities in government control along with moral outrage led to an international 

movement to outlaw government-sanctioned prostitution.  Though these abolitionist 

groups in some cases differed from one another, a new breed of educated, middle-class 

women, who sought equality between the sexes, led them all.  Despite being ignored in 

times of war, many abolitionist groups were on the verge of success and by 1939, most 

prostitutes existed clandestinely or in unregulated bordellos, as opposed to the registered 

brothels. 

 

Prostitution 

 
Between the industrialization of the 1800s and the post-World War II Women’s 

Rights Movement, women with few occupational options often made the difficult choice 

and became prostitutes.  Thus such women shared many commonalities throughout the 

nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries.  Prostitutes and their clientele mostly 

came from the working-class.  Some operated out of state run brothels and others 

independently solicited and negotiated their own prices.  For the most part, women 

voluntarily joined this profession, since they saw prostitution as a temporary solution to 
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economic problems.  Despite this, as historian Judith Walkowitz wrote, “it did not free 

women from a life of poverty and insecurity, and further subjected them to physical 

danger, alcoholism, venereal disease, and police harassment.”4  The growth of 

prostitution with the Industrial Revolution, the somewhat-ambiguous debate over its 

causes, and the degree of choice in becoming a prostitute between those who had families 

to support and those women without such burdens, remain to be explored. 

During the Industrial Revolution of the mid 1800s, Europe experienced a 

tremendous population growth, which in turn, contributed to a sudden explosion in the 

number of prostitutes.  In Germany and Italy, for instance, this population growth led to 

the immigration of many young men to the United States.  The effect on Europe was that, 

single women experienced a void of potential husbands and moved to the nearest large 

city in search of work.5    Once in a city, women faced stiff competition for the few, low 

paying jobs—domestic servants, laundresses, or factory workers—available to them.  In 

his article, “Prostitution, State and Society in Imperial Germany,” Richard J. Evans 

argued that the growth of prostitution was a bi-product of the industrial revolution, as 

mass industrial technology replaced the traditional craftsmen.  He wrote, “The drastic 

reduction in the overall level of demand for female labour…meant that young women, 

still expected to make a full contribution to their family income, often had little option 

but to make this contribution by engaging in prostitution.”6  That the middle-class viewed 

all independent, working-class women as prostitutes or potential prostitutes exacerbated 

the appearance of a growing sex industry.7  Despite this, “where stable employment was 

available for women, prostitution was uncommon.”8

                                                 
4 Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), 31. 
 
5 Mary Gibson, Prostitution and the State in Italy, 1860-1915  (New Brunswick and London: Rutgers 
University Press, 1986), 17. 
 
6 Richard J. Evans, “Prostitution, State, and Society in Imperial Germany,” Past and Present Volume 0, 
Issue 70 (Feb., 1976): 107. 
 
7 Gibson, 20. 
 
8 Ronald Hyam, Empire and Sexuality: The British Experience  (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1990), 61. 
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A strong argument can be made that economic reasons, a lack of employment 

opportunities and endemic poverty, alone resulted in women’s choice to turn to the 

dangerous occupation of prostitution.  Author Mary Gibson, in her book Prostitution and 

the State in Italy, 1860-1915 (1986) contended that economic factors caused prostitution, 

since women were always paid less than men, even for equal work.9  She continued that 

only with equal pay and equal rights would women be able to seek more respectable jobs, 

thus preventing prostitution.  This line of thinking helped to create the women’s 

movement for suffrage at the end of the nineteenth century.   

While few have denied that economic considerations definitely forced some 

women into prostitution, many authors have argued that personal desire also played a 

role.  Historian Alain Corbin wrote that the occupation of prostitution ultimately attracted 

women with a propensity toward laziness and a predisposition for debauchery.10  The lure 

of prostitution, a term coined by Professor Peter Gay in his 1986 book The Bourgeois 

Experience, II:  The Tender Passion has been used to describe the women who chose an 

arguably more comfortable lifestyle working as a prostitute over factory work.  In her 

book, Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State (1980), Judith R. 

Walkowitz agreed that desire played a role in women becoming prostitutes, but offered a 

more realistic explanation.  She argued that prostitution became a rational choice for 

women given their alternative of performing manual labor in a factory.  She wrote, 

“Placed in a vulnerable economic and social position, some women have found the 

shorter hours and better pay of prostitution as a temporary solution to their immediate 

difficulties.”11  Perhaps, then, the factors of want and need interconnected the prostitute’s 

motivations. 

The basis for the interpretation of the lure of prostitution can be shared in Robert 

E. Riegel’s article “Changing American Attitudes toward Prostitution (1800-1920)” and 

Sheldon Garon’s article, “The World’s Oldest Debate?  Prostitution and the State in 

Imperial Japan, (1900-1945)” (1993).  Riegel cited a survey conducted by Dr. William 

                                                 
9 Gibson, 53. 
 
10 Alain Corbin, Women for Hire: Prostitution and Sexuality in France after 1850, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1990), 6. 
 
11 Walkowitz, 14. 
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Sanger, a physician at the women’s prison on Blackwell’s Island.  Of the 2000 women 

asked why they had become prostitutes, Riegel wrote, “Eight hundred and thirty-four 

gave explanations which implied that the type of life attracted them—as inclination, easy 

life,” etc.  Meanwhile, of those surveyed, only “525 [girls] claimed destitution as the 

prime motivating factor for becoming prostitutes.”12  Due to the work of Sanger’s survey, 

Riegel concluded, “that the economic motive was important but not overwhelming.”13  

Meanwhile, in Imperial Japan, a questionnaire given to 809 licensed prostitutes had the 

vast majority citing economic circumstances for their work.  However, Garon concurred 

with Corbin, Hyam, and Riegel, in noting that, “As a matter of policy, the Home Ministry 

did not permit applicants to become prostitutes unless they listed poverty as the reason.”14  

Thus, regardless of the actual percentage of women who became prostitutes in search of 

an easy life, factors other than monetary ones motivated some women. 

Prostitution became a choice for many women, but those who had to support a 

family, often had little alternative.  Faced with this situation, working-class women 

practiced prostitution for a limited amount of time and often did not receive criticism 

from their communities.  Hanna Diamond wrote that in Vichy France, poverty and 

hardship forced some wives of prisoners-of-war to temporarily “turn to prostitution in 

order to supplement their income.”15  In wartime Great Britain, the government mobilized 

women into the workforce, to make up for the loss of male workers to military service.  

According to historian Cate Haste, “In almost all jobs women were paid less—often as 

little as half—the rates paid to the men they replaced.”16  Since single working-class 

women and war widows struggled to make ends meet, some turned to prostitution.  In 

Japan, prostitutes came from the poorest areas of the country, the daughters of farmers or 

                                                 
12 Robert E. Riegel, “Changing American Attitudes Toward Prostitution (1800-1920),” Journal of the 

History of Ideas Volume 29, Issue 3 (Jul.-Sep., 1968): 446. 
 
13 Ibid. 
 
14 Sheldon Garon, “The World’s Oldest Debate?  Prostitution and the State in Imperial Japan, 1900-1945,” 
The American Historical Review Volume 98, Issue 3 (Jun., 1993): 715. 
 
15 Hanna Diamond, Women and the Second World War in France, 1939-48:  Choices and Constraints 
(New York:  Pearson Education, Inc., 1999), 23. 
 
16 Cate Haste, Rules of Desire, Sex in Britain: World War I to the Present (London: Chatto & Windus. 
1992), 101. 
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laborers, and received a loan up front from the brothel owners for their employment.17   

Pertaining to the U.S. military installations along the Pacific Rim following the Second 

World War, Jennifer Butler stated, “Many women working in military prostitution cite 

that they chose to do this work to keep themselves and/or their children, parents, and 

siblings alive.”18  This family duty and the increase in the standard of living for their 

families, Butler continued, made “jobs in the brothels much sought after.”19  Therefore, 

prostitution tended to be a short-term endeavor until one could find a husband or an 

adequate job.  Since the working-class saw prostitution as an acceptable and temporary 

way to aid family members, former prostitutes had the ability to marry.20

In contrast, many prostitutes came from broken families and had no one to 

support except themselves.  During the turn of the twentieth century, one must note, 

women around the world were subservient to men.  In hard-pressed working-class 

families, parents burdened their daughters, in comparison to their sons, with more 

housework, fewer job prospects, as well as less food.21  Orphaned girls and girls from 

broken homes possessed a greater choice about their futures, as a result of their 

deplorable lifestyles.  The result, as Walkowitz wrote, was that “seasoned prostitutes 

were capable of independent and assertive behavior rarely found among women of their 

own social class.”22

 

The Regulated Brothel System 

 
Before addressing the rise of the brothel system, one must first learn the attitudes 

society had towards sexuality and the need for prostitution.  Throughout the growth of the 

                                                 
17 Garon, 714. 
 
18 Jennifer S. Butler, “Militarized Prostitution: The Untold Story,” quoted in Anne Llewellyn Barstow, 
War’s Dirty Secret: Rape, Prostitution, and Other Crimes Against Women (Cleveland:  The Pilgrim Press, 
2000), 214. 
 
19 Ibid., 218. 
 
20 Evans, 117. 
 
21 Walkowitz, 20. 
 
22 Ibid. 
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industry in the latter part of the nineteenth century, societal constraints made it acceptable 

for men to frequent prostitutes while women were expected to refrain from sex.  

Historian Robert Riegel expressed the common pretense that women did not enjoy sex as 

he wrote, “women were instinctively pure, while men were generally passionate.”23  

Society deemed it essential that women remain virgins at marriage and thus placed a 

taboo against the pre-marital sex of women.  According to Hyam, “The ideals of the 

virgin bride and the chaste wife could only be sustained by the services of the 

prostitute.”24   

 Officials believed that society needed prostitution in order to maintain public 

order and protect the health of families.  Because of the late age of men at marriage, 

usually in their 30s, conventional wisdom feared that in order to avoid mass rapes, 

prostitutes had to satisfy the lust of single men.25  This later became a Japanese 

motivation for a system of sexual slavery.  Prostitution became necessary for married 

men as well for a number of health reasons.  If men took out their sexual urges on their 

wives, there were serious consequences.  Pregnancy could cause illness and health 

problems to the wife, as well as financially strain the family.  Abortion, meanwhile, was 

not an option since it was highly dangerous and illegal in most countries.26   

Prior to the 1850s, governments regulated prostitution in Europe to well-known 

areas, in the oldest part of town, away from heavily trafficked streets.27  Such methods 

dated from the Napoleonic Era, in which Moral Police in France and pre-unification 

Germany could supervise and keep the prostitutes under control.  This patchwork of laws 

could not be enforced, as the populations of European cities doubled in a matter a 

decades.  The method of control established under Napoleon had to be updated, since the 

Moral Police could no longer conceal the vice from the middle-class public.28

                                                 
23 Riegel, 442. 
 
24 Hyam, 62. 
 
25 Garon, 722. 
 
26 Riegel, 440. 
 
27 Evans, 109. 
 
28 Gibson, 15. 
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France became the vanguard of the government regulated brothel system.  Viewed 

as inevitable and dangerous, yet necessary, the French wanted to supervise and isolate 

prostitution.  With roots from Enlightenment, the regulationists meant to first isolate the 

prostitutes from public view.  The brothel, called the maison de tolérance, was invisible 

from the rest of society.  Here, the owners only allowed girls to venture outside for their 

mandatory medical checkups.   Prostitutes had to be registered with the government to be 

employed.  This became a means to combat the public perceived spread of the vice, 

maintain public order, and fight venereal disease.29  As other countries experienced the 

growth of prostitution outside of their traditionally designated areas, and vice became 

more obvious to the public, Germany, Great Britain, the United States, and Japan adopted 

some form of the French regulationist system.  In each country the system differed and 

ultimately faced several threats.  Despite what one might have viewed as futility, in order 

to maintain all the goals of the registered brothel—social order, shield the public from 

immorality, and protect the public from venereal diseases—proponents in government 

and the police struggled to keep their brothel systems intact.30

Following unification in 1866 and 1871, Prussian laws replaced local laws in the 

newly formed Germany.  Areas that still contained some hostility to Prussian domination, 

however, implemented the laws that pertained to prostitution differently from city to city.  

The Imperial Criminal Code contained two clauses that dealt with prostitution.  Clause 

361/6 gave police the power to arrest and give medical tests at random to women 

believed to be prostitutes.  Clause 180 stated that anyone who provided an opportunity to 

exercise prostitution would be arrested.31  In different cities, police circumvented Clause 

180, or interpreted 361/6 broadly enough to allow for their registered brothels.  In 

contrast, Moral Police hoped that through registration, prostitution could be controlled 

and confined. 

The Moral Police of Germany, however, had less luck in confining prostitution to 

registered brothels than had the French.  A lack of Moral Police and the growth of 
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unregistered brothels, made prostitution public and exhibited the failure of the registered 

brothels.  The growth of the entertainment industry, in cafés and concert halls, provided 

both havens for clandestine prostitutes and gave men an alternative to the registered 

brothels.32  Meanwhile, the number of registered brothels declined as Moral Police 

focused their energy on trying to persecute unregistered prostitutes.  This proved to be a 

losing battle, since in the growing cities arrested prostitutes were easily replaced with 

girls fresh from the country.33

The Contagious Diseases Acts of 1866, 1867, and 1869 introduced regulationist 

policies in Great Britain through the establishment of a brothel system that was officially 

tolerated and supervised in garrison and port towns, with an abundance of soldiers and 

sailors.34  These Acts arose as an experiment of the military-medico establishments, due 

to the high rates of venereal disease in the army.35  To protect the British military, these 

Acts spread to all British colonies and holdings around the world.  As the idea of 

extending the system over all of England itself grew, so did the opposition.   

In 1868, the restoration of the Meiji Dynasty in Japan led to state legalized public 

prostitution.  This occurred to provide men with a release of sexual desire and to protect 

the traditional family.  If men had access to sex from more than one source, many 

presumed they would not leave their wives.36  The Japanese thus created world-renowned 

brothels, coveted for their good management, cleanliness, and order.37  A decree that 

made infanticide illegal ensured a steady pool of prostitutes as the daughters of the 

impoverished farmers of Kyushu left for the cities.38
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Dirty Secret: Rape, Prostitution, and Other Crimes Against Women (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2000), 20. 
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While true that prostitutes had to register with the authorities and undergo medical 

examination in order to prevent the spread of venereal diseases, prostitution in Japan 

differed in form from other countries.  Unlike in Europe, the Japanese displayed 

prostitutes in the public eye.  With the practice of harimise, brothel owners displayed 

prostitutes in steel gratings, in front of the brothels, along major thoroughfares.39  Similar 

to convicts, Japanese prostitutes could never leave the brothel until after they had paid off 

their loans and other expenses.  Once they accomplished this goal, as previously 

mentioned, most prostitutes had the ability to return home and even marry without a 

damaged reputation.40

Following the American Civil War, the United States considered and contested 

the idea of the registered brothels.  Civic leaders attempted to isolate and supervise 

prostitution in several cities, such as New York and St. Louis during the last decades of 

the 1800s.  The brothels system could not gain public support, however, as religious 

groups had pro-regulationist laws repealed.41  They opposed state-sanctioned vice and 

believed that the problem of prostitution worsened with regulation.  Regardless of law, 

initially the police sought to keep prostitution under control and in many areas 

established vice districts where they supervised and tolerated brothels, but did not 

administer medical examinations.  The position of the police on the argument of whether 

to tolerate or punish prostitution temporarily changed at the end of the nineteenth century, 

due to public pressure.  Thus, police removed red light districts from cities between 1892 

and1895.42  Though raids on suspected places of prostitution existed in the twentieth 

century and the police used fines and jail time to deter prostitution, the red light districts 

never completely disappeared. 

 

Abolitionist Movement 
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The abolitionist movement against the system of registered prostitution began in 

most of the world because of the emergence of feminism and the suffrage movement.  

While these groups believed that prostitution was not moral and wrong, they also realized 

the double standard of morality between men and women as well as the sexual 

degradation of women.43  Abolitionists felt that regulation made women second-class 

citizens, since the law’s repressive parts only applied to women.  The police arrested, 

fined, and forcibly examined prostitutes found outside of the brothels in many countries.  

Abolitionists thought women should be free to pursue any job they wished as they 

believed that the regulation was both a social injustice and ineffective.44  The feminists 

had their own agenda as they argued that only with equal rights and equal economic 

opportunities for women, jobs and wages, could prostitution be eliminated.45  The anti-

regulation movement had different effects in different countries, some success and some 

failure. 

Great Britain and the Contagious Diseases Acts launched the international 

abolitionist movement.  In 1869, as Great Britain began to consider expanding regulation 

over the entire country, Josephine Butler launched a national campaign that called for 

Parliament to repeal the Acts.  To abolitionists, they “not only deprived poor women of 

their constitutional rights and forced them to submit to a degrading internal examination, 

but they officially sanctioned male vice.”46  Butler’s movement became known as the 

Purity Campaign.  Butler attracted people opposed to the government’s involvement in 

personal affairs and attracted feminists as well as the religious.  After public meetings 

and petitions with millions of signatures, the government in 1883, suspended its 

experiment with regulation.47  The Purity Campaign, led by a combination of feminism 

and puritanical zeal, culminated in the de-sexualization of the British middle-class.  In 

addition to the Contagious Diseases Acts, the late Victorian government also repealed 
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laws that rose the age of consent of women to sixteen, outlawed homosexuality, 

masturbation, the soliciting of prostitutes, pornography, incest, and nude bathing.48  As 

Butler accomplished success at home, her movement set their sights against regulation 

around the world, in Europe and the British colonies—where the Contagious Disease 

Acts still existed. 

The Purity Campaign gained acceptance as advocates of Butler targeted France, 

where Josephine gave numerous speeches.  Thus, from the 1870s until the 1930s the 

maison de tolérance experienced a slow but continuous decline, due in part to opposition.  

People who lived near the registered brothels complained that they lowered property 

values.  In addition, “The public at large found it difficult to accept the enclosure and 

confinement of women,” according to Alain Corbin.49  The masions became 

economically risky as proprietors found it difficult to gain new employees and pay the 

increasing rents.50  Entrepreneurs did not replace the brothels that closed due to lack of 

business.  When the regulationist system began it had benefited from police protection.  

This protection was short lived as opponents of regulation took control of local 

governments and pressured the police to not grant licenses to brothel owners.51  Thus, 

while people within the government at the national level made them legal, those in the 

local governments worked to outlaw the registered brothels.   

At the same time in France, the increased number of clandestine, unregistered 

prostitutes helped to take business away from the registered brothels and also created a 

void of potential employees.  The new, tolerated systems of the maison de passé and the 

maison de rendez-vous replaced the registered brothels.  For the owners, opening an 

unregistered brothel, and opening lodging houses provided less of an economic risk.  

These became the maisons de passé, which catered to the working-class.  Here, clients 

directly paid prostitutes themselves, and the women simply paid rent to the keeper.  On 

July 17, 1880, the French government passed a law that deregulated the sale of alcohol.  
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Due to this, wine shops and bars also became centers of procuring sex.52  Meanwhile, 

upper-class men frequented the masions de rendez-vous, where a third party arranged 

meetings and payments, and the prostitutes passed themselves off as middle-class 

women.53  In both cases, laws did not subject women to mandatory medical examinations 

and thus, they could come and go as they pleased. 

In 1891, as a sensational court case occurred in Germany, when prosecutors put a 

prostitute and her pimp husband on trial for murder, the Empire still did not have a 

consistent policy on prostitution.  When the Kaiser demanded that the government 

introduce tougher laws on the prostitutes, it became evident to the public that 

comprehensive measures were needed to deal with problem.54  The cabinet introduced 

legislation in the Reichstag, known as the Lex Heinze (for the name of the pimp), which 

would have amended Clause 180 of the Imperial Criminal Code, and allowed the police 

to officially establish regulated brothels.   

Due to the difference in opinion of a variety of groups at different ends of the 

political spectrum, the Reichstag failed to make a compromise and the bill did not pass.55  

The Catholic Center Party, supported by various morality associations did not want the 

state to condone the immoral vice of prostitution.  They viewed prostitution as a crime 

and wanted the state to persecute, not control prostitution.  When debating Lex Heinze 

they switched the emphasis away from regulation and focused on banning pornography 

and censoring the arts and literature.56  Friends of Josephine Butler’s abolitionist group 

became the second group to help defeat the bill.  An alliance of feminists and the Social 

Democratic Party attacked the idea of regulated brothels because they opposed the state’s 

interference in society and its administrative paternalism.57  Finally the Right supported 

the bill since they believed it could win over the working class by protecting public 
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morals and eliminating the vice.  The rise of prostitution in Germany, as the country 

industrialized, illustrated social change that the conservatives and aristocrats could not 

control.58   

Neither group scored a complete victory, as the issue of sporadic, semi-legal, 

police controlled brothels changed with both the Weimar Republic and the rise of the 

Nazi Party.  Following the First World War, the Weimar government removed all 

regulated brothels and replaced administrative control with moral education.59  Though 

women did experience more sexual equality, conservatives viewed this as public moral 

decay.  In 1933, when Hitler came to power, the Nazis reintroduced the regulated brothel.  

Due to people marrying younger, women gaining access to employment, the decline of 

the birth rate, and the availability and wide use of contraceptives, prostitution declined in 

Germany throughout the 1930s.60  

In turn of the century Japan, a feminist group allied to Butler—the Women’s 

Christian Temperance Union (WCTU)61—fought against the Japanese government over 

regulationism.  Prior to the Rules Regulating Licensed Prostitutes of 1900, though the 

Japanese had emulated the French, they did not have a legal basis for regulated brothels.    

The WCTU and their ally, the Salvation Army, meanwhile, started a liberal movement 

that saw prostitution as a violation of human rights and sought to change the morals of 

the country.62  They wanted equality between the sexes and also strove to make adultery 

punishable for men.  Because of their organization and support from international 

missions, the WCTU vehemently fought the powerful lobby of brothel owners within 

parliament and the bureaucracy from 1900 to the 1930s.63  Both groups, interestingly, 
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according to Garon, “actively looked to the authorities to propagate their own particular 

conceptions of public morality.64   

Though the abolitionist movement did not ultimately succeed, and failed to 

change the government’s position on regulation, it achieved some victories and made 

progress.  First, in 1900, police ordinances were changed so that prostitutes could cease 

their service if they chose to do so.  Next, in 1916, the government bowed to international 

pressure and stopped the practice of harimise.  Finally, in 1925 the WCTU, with the help 

of the League of Nation’s, forced the Japanese government to ratify the League’s 1921 

Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Women and Children.65  By the 1930s as 

war loomed, the government encouraged unmarried middle-class and impoverished 

women to become productive workers.  For the lower-class women, their role was to 

provide comfort for men.66  By the time war with China had erupted, the abolitionists had 

lost as the Japanese maintained their brothels and reintroduced prostitution into the areas 

they conquered. 

The abolitionist movement in the United States differed from that in Europe and 

Japan since it was both a feminist and morality movement.  Instead of wanting women to 

have the right to choose any occupation without government oppression, the abolitionists 

in the United States had the argument that prostitution was breaking God’s law.67  They 

associated the products of early twentieth century sinful behavior—venereal disease, 

crime, and alcoholism—with the vice.  American abolitionists wanted prostitution itself 

illegal and saw any government efforts at regulation as immoral.   

During the Progressive Era (1880-1920), educated middle-class women possessed 

a desire to act and thought they could change society for the better.  Puritanical social 

workers like Jane Addams lobbied for publicly supported campaigns to prevent 

prostitution that focused on the single female immigrants, who did not know English and 
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lived in poverty.68  As in many other countries, morality societies, under Christian 

teachings, had housing and training available for prostitutes who wanted to leave their 

lifestyles and rejoin the rest of society.  In regards to the idea that immigrants caused 

prostitution, the President of the National Council of Women and a Special Agent in the 

United States Immigration Service, Mrs. Barrett fought diligently for the immigrants.69  

While, conservatives favored limiting immigration and deporting immigrants who were 

thought to be prostitutes, progressives sought to discover the causes of prostitution.70  

Mrs. Barrett and her supporters tried to disassociate immigration with prostitution, while 

lobbying the government to assault areas where prostitutes were recruited.  They 

particularly targeted immigrant-lodging homes and private employment agencies that 

catered to new arrivals.71  The efforts of such reformers were important since moral 

groups, like the temperance movements, had incredible influence over public opinion. 

While different from their counterparts around the world, American abolitionists 

enjoyed success.  This group though, played into the stereotype that women were pure 

and men were passionate.  The American abolitionist’s idea of achieving sexual equality 

was to raise men to the standards of women.72  Feminists believed the economic 

argument for prostitution of the era and they believed the remedy was access to better 

jobs, equal wages, and political equality.  Apart from gaining the right to vote in 1920, 

feminists also had other victories in the United States.  These reforms included raising the 

age of consent from thirteen to sixteen, beginning a system of sexual education, and 

improving living conditions among the poor in urban areas.73

In all the countries studied, governments ignored the abolitionists during the First 

World War.  Besides punishing those who had or spread venereal disease, armies used 
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regulated brothels as a means of protecting the health of their men and providing them 

some distraction to the war.  The British, for example, brought back elements of the 

Contagious Diseases Acts.  The German and American Armies also regulated mobile 

brothels for the use of their men.74   Meanwhile in France, between 1914 and 1918, the 

maison de tolérance experienced a revival as the demand for prostitutes and number of 

prostitutes (due to poor war widows) grew.75  The popularity of regulation though proved 

temporary, since as the war ended, so to did regulation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Nineteenth century industrialization and population growth led to an ever more 

obvious existence of prostitution.  Through a means of protecting society, not the 

prostitute, governments created a system of regulated brothels.  As the feminist 

movement grew, they battled the preconceived pseudo-scientific notions that men could 

not control their lust, and attacked regulation as a sexual double standard.  Though 

ignored in times of war and by conservatives, the abolitionist movement started by 

Josephine Butler did enjoy some success throughout the world as women gained more 

freedom and economic opportunities.  By the 1930s, the regulated brothels systems in 

many countries became nearly non-existent.  The successful progress of the movement in 

the United States, Great Britain, and France was only interrupted during the First World 

War.  Opposition in Japan and Germany, on the other hand was hampered by the rise of 

conservatism and nationalism.  By the outbreak of World War II, the regulated system of 

brothels did not exist in the United States and Great Britain.  As the men drafted in the 

American Armed Forces witnessed during the 1940s however, prostitutes, both in 

unregulated brothels and on the street, persistently solicited men in large numbers. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

THE PROMSICUITY OF AMERICAN SERVICEMEN 

 
 
 
 

 While it is important to examine the reasons why one became a prostitute and the 

rise and fall of the regulated brothel system, it is equally important to discuss the 

prostitute’s clientele.  In the case of the Second World War, they were young American 

men.  The sexual behavior of the American serviceman changed as a result of the war, 

which freed them from the social constraints of their homes.  Lacking the risk of 

impregnating a local girl, and the consequent potential family obligations, the men 

experienced an abundance of sexual opportunities while in the service.  Since officers and 

peers accepted the act of visiting a prostitute as a normal occurrence, a large number of 

the men in the armed forces, whether single or married, took advantage of the prostitute’s 

services.76  The freelance prostitutes of the streets and their registered sisters in the 

brothels voluntarily offered the men an unprecedented outlet for their sexual desires.    

The American public placed women into categories that depended on their 

perceived moral values.  While serviceman may not have recognized, nor cared about 

these various distinctions applied to women, society viewed and treated women 

differently.  Three potential categories of women existed, the good girl—the moral virgin 

and ideal wife, the promiscuous girl—the young woman who tried to assert her sexuality, 

and the bad girl—the prostitute who earned a living off of selling her body.  Regardless 

of the category, the American men who faced war interacted and pursued sexual relations 

with any women.  The women whom the soldiers married did not always represent good 

girls, however.  Due to the war, many couples that hardly knew one another, married.  

This and lengthy separations perpetuated infidelity and divorce.  Before addressing the 

sexual attitudes of servicemen, their interactions with good girls, promiscuous girls, and 

the prostitutes, one must explain how the young American men became involved in war. 
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Preparation for War 

 

As war raged in Europe, by the spring of 1940, the need to expand and modernize 

the segregated armed forces became apparent to President Franklin D. Roosevelt.  

Despite having a population of 131,669,275, the United States’ poorly equipped army 

ranked eighteenth in the world with barely 250,000 men.77  While the navy did possess 

many modern ships, the army lagged behind and only had light tanks.  The megalomania 

of Hitler caused the Commander-in-Chief anxiety as Germany invaded France and the 

Low Countries.  The inevitability of war with The Third Reich prompted the president to 

address Congress in May 1940 and ask for money to build 50,000 new planes and a two-

ocean navy.78  When France capitulated the next month, the need for expansion became 

absolute.   

While Roosevelt got his money—over the protests of isolationists—the problem 

of the army’s size remained to be addressed.  Though the president had authorized 

enlarging the army to 375,000 in June, few joined willingly.  Hence the United States 

needed to have a peacetime draft.  Introduced in June as the Burke-Wadsworth Bill, 

conscription became a reality after the Senate passed the bill with a vote of 58-31 in 

September.  Roosevelt then signed what became known as the Selective Service Act, 

which made men aged twenty-one to thirty-six eligible for twelve consecutive months of 

service and increased the size of the army.79  For several months following conscription 

though, the army could not adequately house, train, or arm the influx of soldiers. 

As a result of both the number of soldiers drafted and the Lend-Lease Act, the US 

Army had to live with shortages through 1941.  In the beginning of the year, the British 

ran out of money, prompting Roosevelt push the Lend-Lease Act through congress.  As a 

result, according to historian Geoffrey Perret, “Nearly half of all military production in 

1941 was turned over to the British—a devastating blow to the Army’s training 
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program.”80  When the men conscripted into the Army arrived at basic training camps 

during the winter months, they found them still under construction.  In addition to 

unpaved and muddy roads, the new inductees often had to live in a “five-person squad 

tent, heated by a squat, hissing Sibley stove.”81  Each passing month saw improvement, 

and upon completion, the Army had “the best run, the most comfortable, most efficient 

posts it had ever possessed.”82  The United States would soon make use of its new army 

and their new bases. 

The attack on Pearl Harbor and war with the Axis Powers created unity within the 

country and necessitated more men entering service.  Due to the attack on Pearl Harbor 

on 7 December 1941, opposition to the war among isolationists virtually disappeared.  

Meanwhile, despite repeated attacks on American merchant vessels and the sinking of a 

destroyer, the USS Reuben James; it was Germany who declared war on the United 

States on 11 December 1941.83  With the advent of war, the 2 million men already 

conscripted, saw their year of service extended to “for the duration and six months.”84  

The immense number of those volunteering during the Christmas season, meanwhile, 

caused many recruiting stations to remain open twenty-four hours a day and on Sundays.  

Thousands of men volunteered into service either out of patriotism or as “a means of 

gaining preferential slots in a service branch besides the regular army.”85  The Army and 

Coast Guard initially signed up men aged eighteen to thirty-six, allowing older men with 

previous service to enlist as well.  The Marine Corps took men aged seventeen to thirty, 

on the condition that they were single.  The Navy, however, accepted older men, 

                                                 
80 Geoffrey Perret, There’s a War to be Won: The United States Army in World War II (New York: Random 
House, 1991), 31. 
 
81 Gregory, 33. 
 
82 Perret, 36. 
 
83 Perrett, 207. 
 
84 Paul D. Casdorph, Let the Good Times Roll: Life in America during World War II (New York: Paragon 
House, 1989), 3. 
 
85 Ibid., 5. 
 

 26 



   

sometimes up to age fifty, but “those over thirty-six required special skills to sign up.”86  

These inductions caused a great number of people to leave their homes for the first time. 

During the war, millions of Americans—including service men and their wives—

migrated to different parts of the country.  Eventually the government drafted 10 million 

men into service.87  Ross Gregory wrote, “Young men who had never been outside their 

home state came to know people from many places…These provincial young men might 

have marveled at how much they learned without even trying—about the United States, 

for example, or Catholics and Jews or city people and country people.”88  Hence, the war 

brought men from different aspects of life together, for the first time for many, and united 

them against a common foe.   

 

Sexual Attitudes 

 
 While the men and the women of the World War II generation have been 

venerated as sexually moral, the sexual appetite of the youth was only kept in place by 

societal taboos, like pregnancy.  Veteran Henry C. Allan shared his recognition of this 

stereotype in his manuscript, “Sex in Service.” 

 
To look at the aged veterans of World War II, now grandparents and great-
grandparents, it is almost impossible to think of them as teenagers or men barely 
in their twenties.  It is even harder to visualize them as rowdy, foul-mouthed, 
heavy-drinking, sex-craved individuals.89

 
To the young men of America during the 1940s, historian Paul Fussell wrote, “Sex before 

marriage was regarded as either entirely taboo or gravely reprehensible…There was of 

course no Pill, and contraception was mechanical and barely trustworthy.”90  Robert A. 
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Maher of the U.S. Navy concurs with the idea that fear prevented the youth from having 

sex.  He wrote in his manuscript, “A Sailor’s Journey Into War:” 

 
Even though most of our crew had graduated high school and were in 18 to 22 age 
group, many of the crew lost their virginity the first couple of months in Panama.  
At home, it wasn’t morals or lack of desire that kept the young people from sex.  
It was the fear of hurting one’s parents, fear of pregnancy, and even expulsion 
from school.91

 
The 1945 sex survey found that only 1% of those interviewed had abstained from sexual 

intercourse during the war out of religious convictions.92  While at home, fear of 

pregnancy and an insistence in many homes of no sex before marriage may have 

promoted abstinence, the young GIs found fewer restraints and plenty of sexual 

opportunities while in the service. 

 

Marriage, Victory Girls, and Prostitutes 

 
To the American public, the chaste and virgin bride symbolized the ideal good 

girl.  After the war, David Frederick Grossman wrote from London to his mother and 

family.  He included, “I have a date tonite [sic] at seven and I certainly can’t miss that…it 

took long enough but I finally found a decent girl, no kidding.  This place is just as bad as 

Paris as far as pickups are concerned.  It certainly is a wicked place and you have to 

watch your step every minute.”93  Respectable girls, such as the one that Grossman was 

surprised to find in Great Britain, epitomized the girls back home and the reason why the 

soldiers fought the war.  The appropriate and respected women included the high school 

sweetheart, the little sister, or the mother.  Harold Odom wrote a letter home on 1 

December 1944, thanking his mother for sending him candy.  He included, “You really 

are a thoughtful mom.  Maby [sic] I don’t show it mom but I love you more than 
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anything else on god’s green earth.”94  Later in the same letter, this coast guard man 

wrote, “Don’t worry about me.  Thanks mom for being strict on me when I was small.  I 

love you for every spanking.”95  Soldier’s wives potentially fell into this category. 

Thanks to military service and the war, the United States saw a dramatic increase 

in the number of marriages during the first war years.  Ernest W. Burgess wrote that, 

“The 1941 marriage rate—12.6 per 100,000 population—was the highest rate ever 

recorded in the United States”96 up to that time.  This surge was due to an increase in 

marriages between two people who would not have normally gotten married at the time.  

These hurried marriages fell into three categories.  The first came in 1940 and 1941 when 

the Selective Service Act exempted married men with families.  The second was war 

camp marriages, between homesick young men about to go to war and a local girl 

attracted to the glamour of the uniform.  The homesick men knew they might never see 

home again and thus through marriage, sought relationships sanctioned by society.  The 

third type was spur of the moment weddings, which took place abroad, between GIs and 

the inhabitants of occupied areas.97  After the invasion of Normandy, for instance, 

100,000 British women married Allied troops and 80,000 of the GI brides emigrated to 

America.98   

In many instances, men’s wives and girlfriends followed the newly enlisted 

recruits to the new army camps throughout the country.  These women swamped the 

towns near the camps and struggled to find jobs in order to support themselves and in 

some case their children.  Locals, meanwhile, took advantage of the migrant women and 

charged them huge amounts of money for the limited housing that was available.  

Journalist Agnes E. Meyer visited Leesville, Louisiana, near Camp Polk, which saw its 

population grow from 3,500 to 18,000 due to the camp followers.  She reported: 
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I saw with my own eyes how the property owners of this city gouge the 
poor soldiers’ wives by renting hovels—literally the most disgusting hovels—to 
these helpless women and the omnipresent baby, for fantastic sums. 

Old Barns deserted by construction gangs, chicken coops, improvised 
structures thrown together with a few boards, a piece of corrugated iron and 
whatnot, are all brought into use for this purpose. 

I went through many of these slums.  In one place there were a number of 
sheds behind the main house, like a series of pig runs, each just big enough to 
hold a double bed.  In this collection of barracks there were 35 families with a 
horde of little children, each tenant paying from $35 to $50 a month.  There was a 
single toilet and shower.  The toilet was locked and every inhabitant had to run to 
the landlady for permission to use it.99

 
To afford rent, many women had to share the cramped quarters.  These women and their 

families had little choice “but to return home when their husbands went overseas on 

completion of basic training.”100  Difficult living arrangements helped to ensure that 

some marriages did not end happily ever after. 

 An increase in the number of divorces accompanied the record marriage rates.  

Many sporadic unions were doomed to failure as the GI left for war, and his new bride 

remained behind.  Donald Stout wrote in his manuscript: 

 
About 40% of the battalion personnel were married, and their wives were of child 
bearing [sic] age.  So during the year of training there was an occasional birth, 
and on occasion birth naturally occurred during our first nine months in Europe.  
Not so naturally, births continued even after that.  Four babies were born on the 
10th month.  The four husbands were neither proud nor amused.  Three decided on 
immediate divorces.101

 
While servicemen discovered unfaithfulness among their wives or received Dear John 

letters from them, both partners can be blamed for infidelity.  A U.S. Army survey about 

the promiscuity of the GIs, conducted in the summer of 1945, found that over three-

quarters of the men with fiancés or wives back home, had not considered “the ‘girls they 
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left behind’ a bar to sexual adventure overseas.”102  While many wives did not know their 

spouse’s behavior, or turned a blind eye to it, many unstable unions resulted in divorce.  

Historian Allan M. Winkler wrote, “The divorce rate rose from 16 per 100 marriages in 

1940 to 27 per 100 marriages in 1944.”103  The GI’s infidelity also reflected his attitude 

on sex. 

 The promiscuous girl (also known as the amateur prostitute, the victory girl, the 

good time girl, or the pickup-girl) represented the second ambiguous group of women.  

As young men sexually experimented while in the service, young women also strove to 

distance themselves from societal taboos and willingly satisfy their own sexual needs.  

Located in most places where one found American servicemen, society defined these 

women as “the urban pleasure seeker,”104 a girl both “immature and fickle”105 who 

“flaunted traditional moral codes and attached themselves to servicemen when they 

could.”106  Thus, the promiscuity of both American men and women increased under the 

cloak of the war.  Women’s exploits though did not go unnoticed.  Among those 

committed to conventional mores, at least within the United States and Great Britain, the 

promiscuity of the victory girl alarmed society more than the common prostitute.107  Mr. 

G.H. Forster commented on the double standard in a letter to the editor of the London 

Times.  He wrote, “Demand creates supply.  Promiscuity is still accepted as inevitable in 

men and is condoned, especially in wartime.”108  Therefore, the glamour of the uniform, 

the uncertainties of war, patriotic justification in acceding to the desire of a man about to 
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give up his life for his country, and the declining value of virginity and chastity caused 

the increase of wartime premarital sex.109

The uniform and the attitude of the American servicemen, whether in the United 

States or abroad, attracted and fascinated local women.  For young women, the possibility 

of wartime romance became a real attraction in times of loneliness and deprivation.110  

Although parents warned their daughters to avoid the GIs, “The American attitude to 

women, their proneness to spoil a girl, to build up, to exaggerate, talk big, and to act with 

generosity and flamboyance, helped to make them the most attractive boyfriends.”111  

Soldiers, meanwhile, free from the constraints of home and community, sought to release 

their war and training camp-related tensions.  Thus, such troops quickly developed a 

stereotypical reputation for being fast and free.  In addition, camp life only existed for a 

limited amount of time and, with the exception of those who married, relationships could 

be expected to be short.  For the girls who did not listen to their parents, they could 

expect to face a shattered reputation, a broken heart, disease, or pregnancy, for their 

efforts.112   

Despite the actions of communities, throughout the world, to make the American 

soldiers feel welcomed, local public opinion had mixed reactions to them.  In the rural 

countryside of Great Britain, for example, where the U.S. established the majority of its 

air bases, ground crew and supply workers often remained in the same places for the 

duration of the war and forged close links with local villagers.113  In more populated 

regions that saw a high turnover of GIs in short periods of time, considerable tensions 

with the locals existed.  In Great Britain, “The glamour of the American service man 

presented an implicit sexual rivalry to British husbands and older brothers, who resented 

the fascination that the ‘Yanks’ held for their wives and girlfriends.”114   Meanwhile, in 
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towns surrounding bases, “The refusal of many predatory soldiers to take no for an 

answer from a pretty girl, led to frequent complaints about sexual molestation.”115

A portion of young women’s wartime attraction to the GIs was the American’s 

ability to spoil a girl.  In contrast to their British equivalents for example, American 

servicemen had money to waste.  For the lower levels of the army, the inequalities 

between the pay proved most noticeable.  Historian Juliet Gardiner wrote, “In June 1942 

a private in the British Army was paid 14 shillings a week, whereas a private in the U.S. 

Army received ₤3 8s 9d, nearly five times as much…but the gap narrowed considerably 

towards the upper end of the scale.”116  In addition to higher pay, the Americans had 

access to goods in their post exchanges (PXs), at subsidized prices, which the British 

public could not acquire; cigarettes, chocolate, tinned fruit, tinned ham, and razor 

blades.117  Hence many women who flocked to communities surrounding military bases 

were sometimes called Spam-bashers for soliciting gifts of food.118  While the Americans 

could thus spoil British girlfriends, British men saw the GIs as a threat, and used the now 

famous phrase:  overfed, overpaid, oversexed, and over here, to describe them.   

A phenomenon called khaki fever—when women acted out of a naïve form of 

patriotism and willingly satisfied the sexual needs of the men in uniform—affected the 

young women of Britain during the First World War.  A generation later, the fever 

returned and corrupted the young girls of the United States.  Henry C. Allan wrote, 

“Many girls justified promiscuity on the basis of ‘patriotism.’  On the night prior to my 

entering military service, one of my friends told me that a girl at the nightclub we were 

frequenting wanted to ‘be with me’ before I went off to war!  I’d never met the girl.  I 

was surprised to see that she was a very pretty, conservatively dressed Iowa farm girl.”119  

Meyer concurred as she wrote in 1943 that, “Many of them [the pick-up or victory girl] 
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are girls with a perverted sense of patriotism who would not think of having sex relations 

with a civilian, but feel they are doing something for their country when they enter into 

such relationships with members of the armed services.  Their psychology is morbid,” 

she continued, “It even goes so far that the Army-Navy rivalry appears amongst these 

girls, some of them specializing in the Army and refusing to anything to do with a sailor 

or vice versa.”120

The bad girl, or the prostitute, provided the most reliable form of sexual 

companionship to American servicemen.  After enlisting in the Navy at a Boston 

recruiting station in October 1942, Richard Carrie ventured “a block away to Scollay 

Square, home of an infamous bulesque [sic] house,” before returning for his 1 P.M. 

induction.121  For those men at training camps or behind the lines, the procurement of sex 

was an ever-present concern.  The prospect of death and injury generated a high sex drive 

for those men who experienced danger in combat.122  The men at the front though, Paul 

Fussell wrote, “were too scared, busy, hungry, tired, and demoralized to think about sex 

at all.  Indeed, the front was the one wartime place that was sexless.”123  But while on 

leave or a weekend pass, in most places of the world where a serviceman found himself, 

he sought a prostitute.  Joseph Freilick commented that while on a ten-day recuperation 

leave in Nice, France in March 1945, he “did what any single soldier would do.  I was not 

engaged or married, so I was looking for a little action.”124  In most places, the men on 

furlough did not have to look far. 

The American servicemen found the women of the night within brothels and on 

the street.  Some American generals wanted the military to establish a regulated system 

of brothels, so they could provide their troops with women.  Officially, however, this 
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could not be tolerated since many leaders argued, “it was morally indefensible for the 

Allies to use women in this way.”125  While this proved to be the rule, many military 

commanders still made efforts to provide entertainment to their troops.  One man from 

the army wrote, “I would say that nine out of ten GI’s frequented the Army-approved 

places of pleasure.”126  Thus his superiors broke unrealistic orders and organized some 

sort of sexual service for their men.  However, without the consistent access to military 

brothels that their German, French, and Japanese counterparts had, American GIs often 

had to turn to the clandestine, unregistered streetwalkers or to the off limit brothels in the 

countries where they were stationed. 

While France stood as the symbol of the regulated brothel, it was the Germans 

who reintroduced this system when they occupied the country.  Due to the economic 

recession of the 1930s and a series of French laws, the state run brothel had ceased to 

exist by 1939.  Thus, when the Germans had control of northern France and had created 

the puppet state of Vichy France, “a decree on 24 December 1940 once again recognized 

the brothels in France.”127  Since prostitution had increased during the war, the Germans 

wanted to reestablish a system in which the government kept the prostitutes in the 

brothels and tested them for disease.  Soon, the Germans requisitioned French brothels 

and “set up a parallel prostitutional [sic] system for use by their own soldiers.”128  In 

1942 the Germans required the registered prostitute to carry a special identification card 

in order to help ensure that they received bi-monthly medical testing.129  The wartime rise 

of prostitution resulted from more factors than German occupation and the reopening of 

state run brothels. 

The Vichy government sought to discourage women from retaining their jobs or 

entering the workforce, which in turn led to more women becoming prostitutes.  The Law 
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of 11 October 1940 banned the recruitment of married women into public service or any 

government controlled enterprise.  Also, it established a quota system that limited the 

number of female employees a business could hire.130  Thus, while women gained 

entrance into the workforce throughout the beginning of the century, this law reversed 

their progress.  Following France’s brief role in the war, meanwhile, more women than 

ever had to provide for themselves and their families.  In addition to the war widows, the 

Germans kept 2 million Frenchmen as prisoners of war after the fall of France.131  “The 

consequences of young women’s unemployment,” according to Miranda Pollard, “were 

constructed as opposite sides of a single threat of depravity/disinheritance: prostitution or 

working abroad.”132  Many Frenchwomen who needed to support their families 

temporarily turned to prostitution for the course of the war, instead of working for the 

Germans. 

Upon liberation the French retained their registered brothels.  Prostitution 

experienced another boom as Paris saw an influx in Allied troops and became a much 

sought after destination for men on leave.  As in other areas, the U.S. military wanted the 

brothels off limits to American personnel and even threatened to close them.  Despite this 

threat, as John Costello wrote, “local military commanders were unable or unwilling to 

assist in policing the red light areas, which the French regarded as a necessary social 

convenience.”133  Andrew Madison, an African-American GI recalled, “They [had] this 

yellow sign, an off-colored sign with black writing, ‘Off limits to all military 

personnel.’”134  Without heeding the warning, he continued, “That’s a prostitute house.  

See and the guy came to me and said whenever you see that it was safe to go there 

because in Marseilles, France, you had one hundred-thirty two registered prostitutes and 
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the prostitutes had to take an examination once a week.”135  Allied troops enjoyed the 

safety from venereal disease that had originally given the state run brothels legitimacy.  

Alfred E. Grey, wrote, “In 1944, there were approximately 200 houses of prostitution 

operating in Paris.  Some were sadly run down.  Others were just plain ordinary.  

However, all of them were legalized and every one of them had physicians who weekly 

examined every girl certifying that they were free of disease.”136

Grey described “some of the most renouned [sic] of Paris’s bordellos” in his 

manuscript, “Brothels of Paris.”137  This man purportedly a member of the Counter 

Intelligence Corps had the task of collecting information, which led him to many places 

including the brothels.  He wrote that he had to, “Interview and interrogate anyone who 

might possibly have gleaned information from the Germans—any gossamer winged hint 

of collaborators, agents or Nazis in hiding, persons wanted for treason, or rumors that 

could be construed as useful by out forces.”138  While his manuscript does not mention 

what information he discovered, it is clear that Grey visited many bordellos.  Recalling 

them he wrote, “It was an era when the front door of almost every brothel in Paris was 

attended by a charming and courteous black woman whose friendly greeting, ‘Entrez 

messieurs,’ was extended to each and every prospective customer who knocked at the 

door.”139  “The House of All Nations…was noted for its round the world variety of 

rooms.  Every room had a different motif.  One could request the Alaskan room complete 

with igloo or the Dutch dormer, with its working windmill.  It was an amazing place.”140  

The 32 Rue Blondel meanwhile “was one of the best of the ‘blue-collar establishments.’  

Entering its huge, dimly-lit bar for the first time could be quite a surprise to the 

uninitiated.  The bar and all its walls were lined with mirrors.  Many of the tables were 
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usually occupied by young women in various stages of undress.”141  An upper-class 

establishment that catered to diplomats and politicians was the 122 Rue de Provence.  

This destination though, was probably out of bounds for the average enlisted man.  Here, 

“the gentleman was…escorted past [sic] the pianist who played all requests, and seated in 

one of the many replicas of Victorian love-seats where he relaxed, savoring the drink of 

his choice…before selecting one or perhaps two from the groups of three or four scantily 

clad young ladies who were led downstairs to be introduced to him.  When ‘chosen’ the 

girl would join her companion for a drink and small talk, getting to know each other, 

before retreating to one of the private rooms upstairs.”142  To satisfy his urges, the GI had 

a variety of brothels at his disposal 

Many countries throughout the world emulated the French system of regulated 

brothels.  One area that saw a continuous flow of American forces going to and from the 

Pacific Theater of Operations was Panama.  Here, as in France, the government registered 

the legal prostitutes and the Health Department screened them for venereal disease.143  

Sailor Robert A. Maher recalled spending a lot of time in an area of Panama City, outside 

of the American controlled Canal Zone, called the Limits.  He wrote, “Our favorite place 

was named the Milwaukee because it was clean, they sold beer from Milwaukee and in 

general it was the nicest place for a cheap liberty.”144  The term cheap liberty may have 

been slang of the era for sex, or simply an embarrassed man referring to it.  Maher 

continued, “We didn’t spend money while at sea, so every time we did get ashore we had 

money to spend.  Once you passed through the beaded curtain and entered the dance hall, 

you were constantly being asked, ‘Buy me a drink sailor?’”145  While men such as Robert 

Maher, Andrew Madison, and Alfred Grey frequented the brothels, American servicemen 

found the majority of prostitutes elsewhere. 
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The clandestine streetwalker provided the young American with his greatest 

opportunity for sexual exploration.  Whether in the United States, Great Britain, France, 

the Philippines, or elsewhere, these women exhibited their independence by operating 

outside the constraints of government control and regular forced medical examinations.  

Government efforts to crack down on these women did exist, and will be discussed in the 

next chapter.  Such women, not only surrounded American military bases, but those of 

the Axis and other Allied armies as well. 

With the Selective Service Act of 1940 and the subsequent draft following the 

attack on Pearl Harbor, prostitutes joined the servicemen and their families in swarming 

the towns near military bases.  Agnes Meyer wrote, “The first person I encountered as I 

was about to enter the town of Leesville, Louisiana, adjacent to Camp Polk, was a 

prostitute who sauntered along the highway under the bright midday sun.”146  The amount 

of men at training camps had a tremendous impact on these town’s economies, as is 

evident by the prevalence of prostitution as well as liquor stores.  Ernest W. Burgess 

wrote in 1942 that, “The increase of sexual irregularity is evidenced by reports of the 

prevalence of prostitution in and near war-camp communities (the trailer and the trailer 

camps representing an innovation of this war).”147  The trailers, called chippie wagons by 

the GIs, were owned by the clever businesswoman, and could be towed away during 

police raids on prostitution.148  Despite police raids, the persistent GI, the reliable client 

that he was, could still find women of the night.   

When trailers could not be found, the GI in search of a good time could always 

rely on a local taxi driver to deliver him to the women.  Near Fort Lewis, Washington, 

Agnes Meyer reported that, “one Seattle taxicab company is specializing in carrying 

customers to them [prostitutes].”149  In May 1943, upon completion of his thirteen-week 

basic training at Camp Hood, Texas, Joseph Freilick reminisced: 
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We were all hot shots and of course we wanted to get laid.  How?  Where? and 
with whom?  A cab driver who called himself JC said he could arrange something 
for us for $10 each.  I said OK.  I was first.  I went into the back of his taxi.  There 
sat a 30 year old female; not pretty, not ugly.  Its tough to take off your pants in 
the back of a car, but I did.  She asked me ‘half and half?’  I said, ‘just the first 
half.’150

 
This statement may not be completely accurate, however.  According to historian Ross 

Gregory, the going rate for prostitutes was two to three dollars in some places, while the 

new draftees only earned $21 to $30 per month.151  Thus, while Mr. Freilick may have 

embellished his story, others have concurred about the usefulness of the taxi driver.  Jerry 

O’Neill, a Medical Director of Prophylactics at Camp Belvoir, Iceland, recalled events 

that he only heard.  He wrote, “Your best bet for meeting an Icelandic Bunny would be 

for you to hail a blue colored taxi and then have the driver take you to the Yellow Front 

Café (Bunny Headquarters).  Since there were no motels, all romantic activity took place 

in the back seat of the taxi cab while the driver listened to operatic music in the front 

seat.”152  Elsewhere outside the United States, prostitution did not provide the sole outlet 

for a soldier’s entertainment. 

American and Allied forces began arriving in Great Britain during the spring of 

1942.  Two years later, on the eve of the D-Day invasion, their numbers had reached 

approximately one and a half million men and women.153  To accommodate them, the 

American Red Cross organized dances and entertainment for the GIs, which became the 

focus of social life in many areas.154  Though they existed throughout the country, 

London’s Rainbow Corner symbolized the epitome of such organizations that 

accommodated activities for troops on leave.  “The British government had 

commandeered two famous London eating places—the Del Monico restaurant on the 

corner of Shaftsbury Avenue and Piccadilly and part of the adjoining Lyon’s Corner 
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House, and there the American Red Cross had deliberately set about recreating a ‘little 

America’ for homesick GIs.”155  Open twenty-four hours a day, the club held dances and 

boxing matches several times throughout the week, arranged sight-seeing tours, provided 

recreation rooms, a restaurant, warm showers, and a room (the Where am I room?) in 

which GIs could sleep off drunkenness.156  Rainbow Corner became the destination for 

many American troops on leave, as well as a site of business for the London prostitutes, 

known in that area as Piccadilly Commandoes. 

Though Great Britain did not possess brothels, as the American and other Allied 

troops poured into the country, they found a willing and constant supply of streetwalking 

prostitutes.  For the Americans in English urban centers, prostitution was a common 

sight.  Historian David Reynolds wrote, “Even for GIs not wishing to avail themselves of 

sexual services, Piccadilly was a ‘must’ when visiting London, a tourist attraction akin to 

the Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace.”157  Found near the entrances to the 

Underground, the Piccadilly Commandoes would yell out ‘Hello, Yank, looking for a 

good time?’158
 or ‘Hey, Yank, quick Marble Arch style!’159 into the blacked-out streets.  

In order to maximize their economic potential, women would carry out their business on 

the spot, in alleys and doorways, in lieu of going to a motel.  The term wall job entered 

the GI’s vocabulary, as many prostitutes believed they could not get pregnant if they had 

sex while standing.160  To provide additional privacy to the darkness of night, men would 

wrap their overcoats around themselves and the woman with whom they were having 

sex.161  Describing the scene in London, one GI from Oklahoma recalled, “We would go 

from one pub to another, drinking just about anything on offer.  From some place or 

another, the inevitable lady of the night would appear and I guess that many of us took 
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advantage of their favors.  It was the ‘live for today, tomorrow we die’ mentality, I 

guess.”162

The English prostitute wisely took advantage of the arrival of Allied troops in 

order to earn a living.  To make up for the loss of male workers to military service the 

British government mobilized women into the workforce as temporary replacements.  “In 

1941, when the labor shortage became acute, they [the Government] introduced measures 

under which all women aged 16-49, with the exception of women with children under 14 

and those already doing essential war work, were compelled to register, and could be 

directed to essential war effort.”163  As in the First World War, the lack of male workers 

allowed women to enter the workforce in large numbers.  Unlike that war though, during 

the Second World War, “In almost all jobs women were paid less—often as little as 

half—the rates paid to the men they replaced.”164  Thus, single working-class women and 

widows struggled to make ends meet with such low wages.  The U.S. soldiers, however, 

had a constant source of money.  So, as long as large numbers of men were in Britain, 

some women chose to join the ranks of the prostitutes and supplement their incomes.  

Those employed in vice also showed initiative on the continent. 

While the Germans re-established the regulated brothels in France, the majority of 

French prostitutes took a risk and worked independently.  Hanna Diamond wrote, 

“Prostitution was an area of labor (sometimes requisitioned) which was linked to the 

German presence.”165  To explain, in 1941, the Germans took control of thirty-two 

brothels in Paris and declared them for the sole use of German military personnel.166  

Worried about the spread of venereal disease, the Germans sought to control the 

clandestine prostitutes.  Police regularly raided bars and nightclubs.  Women suspected of 

prostitution were sent to forced medical checkups, fined, and sometimes imprisoned.  

This proved to be a difficult task for the Germans, since of the 100,000 prostitutes 
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estimated in Paris, only 2,000 worked in the brothels.167  Therefore, rather than 

collaborate with the Germans and work for them in the brothels, the majority of the 

Parisian prostitutes chose to work illegally and risk the consequences.   

In cities such as Manila and Paris, when American troops arrived, the majority of 

the prostitutes that they visited were not within the brothels.  The streetwalkers and their 

pimps often sought out the GIs.  One soldier in Paris wrote, “Peddlers of everything from 

ordinary hawkers to prostitutes approach the GI at all hours.”168  Indeed, with liberation, 

the French sought to rebuild their lost tourism industry.  Henry C. Allan, Jr. meanwhile 

recalled, “Weekend passes to Manila were invariably an opportunity to get drunk and 

‘laid.’  That city, with much of the infrastructure in ruins, still offered wine, women, and 

song at every street corner.  Young Filipino pimps hawked the delights of ‘young 

virgins,’ the supply of which seemed to be endless!”169  While many women chose 

prostitution, evidently women also had fallen victim to people willing to exploit them as 

prostitutes for monetary gain. 

When dealing with the unregistered prostitute, in areas other than the blacked out 

streets of London, one not only had to purchase her services, but also a place to stay.  

Recalling from Pigalle, Paris’s equivalent of Piccadilly, Sydney Bloom wrote, “The girls 

are pretty and the charges range from 200-300 francs, plus 80 francs for the room.”170  As 

men found themselves on leave in places like Paris only infrequently, they could afford to 

splurge in order to have a good time.  While sitting at a bistro in Nice, Joseph Freilick 

remembered, “An American paratrooper invited himself to my table.  ‘Here’s the story, 

Sgt.’ he said.  All the chicks here are hookers and they charge 1,000 francs ($20.00) plus 

the cost of the room.  He motioned two girls over and introduced them to me.”171  

Freilick however, admitted he was prepared for the cost.  “I was flushed with money—
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my Sgt.’s pay was in my pocket.  I never smoked and my buddies alerted me to bring my 

cigarette rations with me on this trip.  This put extra cash in my pocket.  So money was 

no object.  The room cost an additional $6.00.”172  A man looking to have fun did have to 

budget himself, for money mattered.   Freilick wrote of his new friend that, “some 

argument ensued between the paratrooper and the girls.  Either he had run out of money 

or something and he said, ‘So long Georgie and good luck.’”173

 

Conclusion 

 
Prostitutes provided a service and the American servicemen were ready clients, 

while the victory girl willingly joined with the men in their sexual liberation.  Away from 

the constraints of home, the young men acted out their sexual desires.  Under a period of 

heavy stress, the GIs, marines, and sailors, ignored puritanical taboos.  The political and 

military leaders of the United States, however, shared the old moral order of home.  The 

willingness of the American serviceman to have sex, eventually forced the government to 

seek methods of preventing and treating venereal disease.  Efforts of the United States 

Government, the War Department, and the Surgeon General’s Office to impose its will 

on consenting adults—abstinence before marriage—as a means of reducing rates of 

venereal disease, did not succeed.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

LEADERSHIP’S RESPONSES TO THE THREAT OF VENEREAL DISEASE 

 
 
 
 

 The military sought to impose its paternalistic values on two sets of consenting 

adults, in order to defeat the problem of venereal disease.  The men in the military and 

the women with whom they had sexual relations, however, continually resisted the 

restrictions that were placed upon them.  Under the May Act of 1941, the government 

closed houses of prostitution near military bases and began a system of repressing the 

prostitutes.  The problem remained for even after brothels had closed; servicemen still 

sought out the prostitute and provided her a source of income.  Thus, some groups of men 

and women continued to disregard the threat of sexually transmitted disease and 

punishment and in doing so forced the military to develop new prevention and treatment 

methods for venereal disease. 

With regards to the men, according to Paul Fussell, “The official attitude of the 

Allied forces seemed to be that copulation among the unmarried did not take place but 

that when it did a condom—issued free to people going on pass or liberty—had to be 

used and a prophylactic station visited immediately after.”174  Thus, the military endorsed 

two contradictory statements, abstinence and the use of prophylaxis.  While self-restraint 

was the only certain way to avoid venereal diseases, the armed forces faced the fact that, 

like in other wars, men will be promiscuous away from home.  Accordingly, the military 

enacted an aggressive educational plan against the dangers of VD, developed prevention 

and treatment methods for the diseases, and changed regulations (laws) on how to handle 

infected men.  These measures had a positive outcome on the United States military since 

they effectively reduced the devastating consequences of VD at home and abroad. 

 

The May Act 

 
 The rates of venereal disease that affected the United States military during the 

First World War, caused planners in the War Department concern as they expanded the 
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armed forces in 1940.  During World War I, venereal disease infected and incapacitated 

400,000 soldiers.  To address this serious situation, the government sought to combine 

the efforts of both the military and civilian agencies to bring the crisis under control.175  

Aside from a 1926 law that enabled the Army to punish GIs who contracted VD, interest 

in prevention and control of venereal diseases waned through the interwar period.  

 With the conscription of large numbers of men and the unanticipated growth of 

base towns, those in the government recognized that prostitution had to be suppressed in 

order to prevent high rates of venereal disease among recruits.  Small country towns, 

found next to new military encampments mushroomed in size.  In 1941, Bascom Johnson 

wrote, “These boom towns have been confronted with a new problem of prostitution and 

venereal disease control—new to them at least in its size and implication.”176  To make 

matters worse, early directives by the War Department to eliminate houses of prostitution 

went unnoticed as medical officers instead checked the prostitutes for disease.177  Thus by 

late 1940, local law enforcement either refused or was unable to repress prostitution. 

 In 1941, Congress passed the May Act, a national law that attempted to solve the 

problems of prostitution and venereal disease near military establishments.  Introduced by 

Congressman Andrew J. May, chairman of the House Committee of Military Affairs, the 

bill that gave Federal agencies the power to suppress prostitution when local authorities 

could not do so, attracted support from the Army, the Navy, the American Social 

Hygiene Association, and the Surgeon General, James C. Magee.178  Magee argued that 

venereal disease was the greatest cause of inaction in the Army and that the means for 

prevention were available.179  Thus with little opposition in the government, the bill 

became law on 11 July 1941. 

 The May Act not only gave commanders of military establishments the power to 

summon the government in order to close local brothels, but it also defined the 
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punishments for those who broke this new law.  The Act stated itself as, “an act to 

prohibit prostitution within such reasonable distance of military and/or naval 

establishments as the Secretary of War or the Secretary of the Navy or both should 

determine to be needful to the efficiency, health, and welfare of the Army and/or 

Navy.”180  Penalties for those who broke this law were described as: 

 
Any person, corporation, partnership, or association violating the provision of the 
Act shall, unless otherwise punishable under the Articles of War or the Articles 
for the Government of the Navy, be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor and be 
punished by a fine of not more than $1,000, or be imprisoned for not more than 
one year, or by both such fine and imprisonment.181

 
 Despite public support for this law, it took government threats to force base 

commanders and local authorities to take steps to eradicate prostitution.  Public moral 

outrage against the vice grew as newspapers termed “syphilis and gonorrhea enemy 

agents within our midst.”182  While most of the public supported the May Act, many 

commanders, however, ignored the official policy and allowed the brothels to remain.  

Commanders regarded the insistence on repressing prostitution as a threat to their troops’ 

morale.183  The May Act was only invoked in two cases where the commanders sought to 

curb VD rates: at Camp Forrest, TN on 20 May 1942 and Fort Bragg, NC on 31 July 

1942.  “In many other areas, initial steps were taken to invoke the May Act but actual 

invocation did not occur because local communities succeeded in eliminating prostitution 

without Federal intervention.”184  Fear of that intervention caused base towns to correct 

the problems of illegal vice on their own.  “By the end of May 1942, it had become 

apparent that a threat to invoke the act was almost as effective as invocation itself.”185  

While many communities closed their red-light districts throughout 1942, they would not 

have done so without the existence of the May Act. 
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 For an example of such communities where commanders took action to repress 

prostitution before the Federal government could intervene, Agnes Meyer wrote of the 

battle against prostitution in Seattle at Fort Lewis and at Camp Polk in Leesville, 

Louisiana.  When Colonel A. P. Clark came to Fort Lewis as the venereal disease officer 

in October 1940, there were 150 houses of prostitution and rising rates of venereal 

disease among the men.186  The commanders in the Seattle area, thus enthusiastically 

sought to remedy the situation.  Captain C. J. Holeman, District Medical Officer of the 

Thirteenth Naval District stated, “The single factor of greatest importance in the control 

of the venereal disease situation is that prostitution should be suppressed.  The most 

important single factor in this suppression is the closing and keeping closed of all houses 

of prostitution.”187  In Louisiana, she wrote, “There are no organized houses of 

prostitution left within town limits.  The Army has seen to that.”188  After closing the 

Leesville brothels, as in many other camp towns, “the next step in a campaign to control 

the spread of venereal disease among our troops calls for the apprehension of the 

scattered prostitutes and of that new war product, the ‘amateur’ or ‘pick-up girl.’”189

While the Blitz on the Brothels closed red-light districts and bordellos, 

prostitution did not disappear and instead spread to the neighboring countryside.  Many 

prostitutes took to the streets, or began to operate out of taxicabs and chippie wagons, or 

solicited from bars and nightclubs.  Meyer noticed this phenomenon as she wrote that the 

“dangerous if temporary scattering of the inmates takes place when houses of prostitution 

are closed.”190  She continued, “That Seattle’s venereal disease record rose after the 

neighboring cities were cleaned up.  The rural precincts around Seattle are also suffering 

now that most of Seattle’s houses of prostitution have been closed.”191  The continuance 

of prostitution under new difficult measures—clandestine, without the protection of 
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military officials, and under the risk of fines and jail time—showed the tenacity of the 

women.  The prostitutes, whether professional or neophyte for the duration of the war, 

opposed the May Act and the government’s attempt to dictate their lifestyles.  That the 

women tried to remain near the bases emphasized that the prostitutes still made money 

and had a sufficient clientele.  The soldiers and sailors continued to visit the prostitute 

and also defied the May Act. 

Once the brothels closed, the authorities continued to seek the eradication of 

potential prostitutes and promiscuous women through wide-scale arrests and 

rehabilitation.  The suspected pick-up girl was arrested during periodic clean-ups, jailed, 

forcibly tested for venereal disease, and if found infected, given treatment.  Meyer noted 

that, “The procedure for apprehending the prostitute is nebulous.”192  She witnessed the 

revocation of women’s rights when she reported, 

  
In several cities, including Seattle, the social workers complain that when the 
police get out a city-wide dragnet, they often catch in it perfectly harmless young 
women who are detained in jail with the worst offenders, given a Wasserman 
Test, and unjustly subjected to cruel experiences for as much as five days before 
they are released.  In one police roundup in Seattle of 165 girls, only one-third 
were found to be infected, 22 per cent with gonorrhea and 12 per cent with 
syphilis.193

 
This system was equally futile when civilian health centers cured the infected women.  

Meyer wrote that the lack of rehabilitation centers and limited economic opportunities 

meant that, “most of these girls slip back into their profession... [and] the charge of 

vagrancy puts these girls out of circulation, but only for a short time.”194

 As seen by the potential loss of troop morale and the round ups of innocent 

women, opposition to the May Act did exist.  Those against the Act blamed it for 

spreading prostitution and venereal disease to surrounding areas, making prostitution 

more difficult to monitor.  As Agnes Meyer wrote, “Those who believe in the supervision 

of houses of prostitution, rather than its elimination, point to this migration of inmates to 
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other territory and say, ‘All you do by closing is to blow the thing all over the place.’”195  

Thus, they maintained that prostitution could not be suppressed and advocated a 

segregated vice district along with routine examinations.  Since the servicemen were 

going to have sex, many commanders and civilians in cities that had large military 

presences thought prostitution should be tolerated, for the protection of the towns’ 

women. 

 The logic of the opposition, that prostitution should be regulated, carried little 

weight to the government and puritanical America.  Many still believed that men were 

subject of natural moments of weakness, of which the despicable harlot would take 

advantage.  The proponents of the Act though, did have their reasons.  Dr. Donald G. 

Evans, State Health Officer for Washington, said, “Historically the venereal diseases 

have accounted for major losses of manpower effectiveness in military forces.”196  

Meanwhile, in regards to those who favored regulation, those morally opposed to 

prostitution accused that,  

 
It [prostitution] is obviously supported by members of the community who in one 
way or another stand to profit by recognized prostitution—some merchants, some 
doctors who treat venereal disease, some criminal lawyers, and some real estate 
operators who deal in run-down properties.  With these must be numbered the 
criminals and unscrupulous political manipulators who make ‘big money’ out of 
prostitution through bribery, extortion, and intimidation, or who rely on the 
underworld to maintain their power.197

 
Venereal Disease Education 

 
While the federal government did its best to eliminate prostitution as a means of 

spreading venereal disease, the armed forces enacted an unprecedented education 

program to warn their men of the dangers of VD and the pick-up girl/prostitute.  The 

original system of prevention at the beginning of the war proved ineffective and was 

continually expanded throughout the war.  The unprecedented use of media signified an 
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innovation, as “education was hopefully to be achieved by posters, pamphlets, films, and 

regular lectures.”198  The concentrated effort to address the health problem of sexually 

transmitted diseases developed during the war, “far surpassed, both in quality and 

quantity, any previous program of its type in the Army’s history.”199

As of 1940, the Army possessed an educational program for venereal disease, 

which due to its inadequacies, soon expanded.  New recruits from the Selective Service 

Act received instruction on sexual hygiene and venereal disease only twice per year, 

under Army Regulation 40-235.200  Among the instruction, the men saw Training Film 8-

154, “Sex Hygiene,” and received the pamphlet, “Sex Hygiene and Venereal Disease.”  

GIs often viewed Training Film 8-154 over five times during the war.  This film relied on 

fear to get its message across and showed the effects of different sexually transmitted 

diseases on the body.201  The Army meanwhile preferred quantity over quality in regards 

to pamphlets.  Perhaps due to the poor quality of the pamphlets, when received by the 

men, they “gave them no more than a quick glance and threw them away.”202  By mid-

1942, as military bases closed houses of prostitution, it became apparent that the 

educational system needed improvements and expansion. 

Beginning in 1942, through more medical officers, new leadership, and funding, 

the Surgeon General’s Office began to reinvigorate its sexual education program.  In 

March 1942, the Army created a Venereal Disease Control Division, which assigned 

specially trained medical officers to oversee the disease prevention efforts—the 

educational program and the suppression of prostitutes—at bases serving at least 20,000 

troops.203  That autumn, Major General Gaylord W. Anderson took charge of the 

educational campaign for the Surgeon General’s Office.  In February 1943, Congress 

allocated him $415,000 for the purchase of new materials, like posters, films, and 
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pamphlets.  Anderson certainly took advantage of the money made available to him, for 

by the end of the war, the Army distributed 30 million pamphlets, several million posters, 

and up to fifty million individual prophylactic items monthly.204    

The renewed educational system, received by the servicemen, relied on the use of 

lectures by medical officers with the media as a teaching aid.  The men began to receive 

intense instructions on sexual hygiene and prophylactics, at reception centers and 

replacement training centers.205  To help reinforce the lectures, the Army employed other 

measures.  As of late 1942, they displayed posters at induction centers, which had been 

made by individual bases in poster competitions.206  Since most soldiers carried 

cigarettes, the following year, matchbooks sold at post exchanges had slogans on them, 

like “Use Willpower-Save Manpower.”207  The War Department employed artists, 

designers, and civilian printers to improve the quality of its pamphlets.  The Army also 

distributed a new pamphlet; “Off to a Good Start,” which sought to relieve the high 

incidence of contracting VD on furloughs, at induction centers and ports of 

embarkation.208  Finally, in April 1944, servicemen saw a new film, “Pick Up,” (Training 

Film 8-2060).209

 

Venereal Disease Prevention 

 
In 1941, War Department Circular No. 249 illustrated the Army decision to 

advocate the use of prophylaxis in the inevitable event that, regardless of location, the 

men would find women with whom to have sexual relations.  Before the passing of the 

May Act, Circular No. 249 endorsed self-control and simultaneously instructed military 

and naval bases to establish prophylactic stations in the vicinity of their red-light districts 
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abroad and overseas.210  Planners envisioned the use of pro-stations, in conjunction with 

the use of mechanical prophylactics, or condoms, as a means to prevent the occurrence of 

sexually transmitted diseases.  Ideally, servicemen used condoms before they copulated 

with prostitutes or pick-up girls, and then visited pro-stations.  At these locations, easily 

identifiable due the green lights they displayed, trained venereal disease officers, issued 

the men a painful injection of 2% Protargol into the urethra.211  While to some soldiers 

the distress of the shot may have been a natural deterrent from seeking treatment to 

prevent contracting a disease that they may not have been exposed to, others did use the 

pro-stations.  Jerry O’Neill, commandant of the prophylactic station at Camp Belvoir, 

near Reykjavik, Iceland from 1942-1943, noted that after GIs had picked up a prostitute 

and returned back to camp, “the Mojack [a member of the 5th Engineer Regiment of the 

1276 Combat Engineer Battalion] was directed to our Medical Aid Station where he was 

ordered to clean up and the necessary medicants [sic] were administered.”212  Meanwhile 

in Calcutta, Army Colonel Robert J. Keefer, “When the troops were offloaded after some 

forty-five, fifty days aboard the ship, the first thing they did was head for the red light 

district.  And the second thing, they were smart enough to enter the pro stations.”213   

The hypocritical War Department Circular No. 249 preached abstinence in 

addition to the development of methods of VD treatment, and thus the military 

encouraged self-restraint.  Meanwhile, church and civilian groups admonished the 

military’s policy, which included the sale of prophylactics at post exchanges, since they 

believed it condoned and incited promiscuity.  As the war continued though, the need to 

control VD outweighed moral criticisms.214  As part of the educational program, recruits 

received lectures from chaplains at military centers that emphasized self-control as a 

means to avoid contact with sexually transmitted diseases.  In addition, the armed forces 
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and the Red Cross organized sporting events and other wholesome forms of 

entertainment.  This effort by the military was never really effective, as “appeals to avoid 

venereal disease strictly on moral lines, through the avoidance of illicit sexual 

intercourse, were found to be of limited value.”215

For the serviceman who did not abstain from sexual relations, the military 

developed one-tube chemical prophylactics to prevent venereal diseases.  These chemical 

injections, which varied in popularity, filled the gap when one could not find a pro-

station.  In August 1942, the sale of V-Packettes, which were the first such prophylactic 

kit available to troops, began.  Medical researchers developed this device to treat 

gonorrhea.  Unfortunately, it was not preferable to the Protargol, due to the difficulty of 

application, the pain and irritation caused by its 0.25 silver pictrate ingredient, and its 

inability to treat syphilis.216  Therefore, in 1943, the Army began research on a preventive 

ointment to treat the two primary venereal diseases, gonorrhea and syphilis.  As calomel 

had been used for years to treat syphilis, researchers developed “an ointment made up of 

15 per cent sulfathiazole and 30 per cent calomel.”217  After field trials, the new simple, 

quick use, non-painful PRO-KIT became available in April 1944.  This became “the most 

important venereal disease preventive measure developed during the war.”218  In spring 

1944, as the Allies prepared for D-Day, the Medical Department started to provide 

condoms and PRO-KITS for free to their men on leave. 

 

Venereal Disease Treatments 

 
The development of new cures for venereal disease throughout the war and the 

establishment of special treatment facilities enabled the military to change its practice of 

rejecting men from service with VD and punishing enlisted men who had caught the 

disease.  Prior to the war, a series of painful injections, known as the salvarsan treatment, 
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offered to cure the long-term effects of syphilis.219  Anticipating an increase in VD rates 

with mobilization, the Sanitation and Hygiene Division of the Surgeon General’s Office 

organized research on sexually transmitted diseases and developed new cures.220  Aside 

from the V-Packettes and the PRO-KITS as prevention methods, physicians began to 

realize the potential of penicillin, discovered in 1929, as a therapeutic agent.  The new 

drug’s ability to cure gonorrhea within twenty-four hours and destroy the menace of 

syphilis in five days, caused anxiety as some officials felt that it would encourage 

promiscuity.  Strategic concerns won out when prevention methods had failed as, after 

the invasion of France, medical officers began to utilize the one-shot penicillin cure.221  

While until 1943, the army rejected draftees and volunteers who had VD, the high 

rates of rejection forced the armed forces to change their policy.  Upon being drafted, 

medical officers known as short-arm inspectors gave recruits serological tests for VD.  

Partially due to the high rates of VD found, “In the selection of men for a peacetime 

army, the rejection rate was approximately 50 per cent.”222  To remedy the shortage of 

men, as of June 1943, the Army mobilized those with gonorrhea, syphilis, and chancroid 

and sent them to the newly constructed Quarantine Hospitals for treatment and cure.  The 

immediate effect was that the Army gained a large number of men suitable for service 

and it freed civilian health departments from having to handle so many venereal disease 

cases.223  As a result of the change in policy, “200,000 individuals with venereal disease 

were inducted through December 1945.”224

Out of fear that punishing troops infected with sexually transmitted diseases 

actually encouraged the concealment and spread of VD, this policy also changed in the 

course of the war.  Due to an act of the 69th Congress, a 17 May 1926 law enabled the 

military to apply disciplinary measures, such as reducing an enlisted man’s rank or 

                                                 
219 Costello, 87. 
 
220 Fishbein, 150. 
 
221 Ibid., 15. 
 
222 Ibid., 49. 
 
223 Ibid., 143. 
 
224 Coates, 183. 
 

 55 



   

cutting his pay, as a means of deterring him from contracting venereal disease.225  Such 

punishments though, caused men with VD to conceal the fact that they had it.  Without 

receiving the necessary treatments, these men were free to infect other women.  Upon 

realizing that this law was not achieving its objectives, the Surgeon General succeeded in 

making Congress repeal it, on 27 September 1944.226

 

Implementation Overseas 

 
Since the priorities of the armed forces were “to maintain the morale of troops and 

keep as many as possible fighting fit,” officials in Great Britain warned American troops 

against promiscuity and venereal disease through interaction with good-time girls.227  

Such warnings proved ineffective, as by the end of 1942, an epidemic of venereal disease 

had spread unchecked through the Allied ranks in Britain.  For GIs, rates of infection 

reached 50 per cent higher than among troops in the United States.228  British civilian, 

Thomas E. A. Stowell wrote to the London Times in August 1942 that, 

 
Amid the preoccupations of war, the increase of the white slave traffic in London 
and its accompanying diseases, ought not to escape attention.  As a member of the 
medical profession I know that their incidence shows a general increase of over 
20 per cent., while in certain areas this is far exceeded.  Venereal disease 
casualties vastly outnumber those due to road accidents: they must be four or five 
times greater.229   
 

As a result of the high rates of venereal disease, on 25 September 1942, the ETOUSA 

(European Theater of Operations United States Army) created a VD control branch, 

which educated, supervised the distribution of prophylaxis, and sought the aid of foreign 
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military and civilian organizations to combat VD.230  Thus, the Americans sought to work 

with their European Allies. 

The British however, to the anger of the American VD control branch, were 

reluctant to enact measures to combat the VD problem.  Sexual education had not been a 

topic discussed in British schools and the British regarded venereal disease and 

prostitution with similar Victorian Puritanism, as matters not to be publicly discussed.  

“To the U.S. Army, however, such an attitude was unacceptable as VD rates soared in the 

autumn of 1942 to a peak of fifty-eight cases per thousand troops per annum in 

December.”231  Such inaction and ignorance on the part of the British to control the 

outbreaks sparked anger among the Americans, who blamed them for the high rates of 

VD.  The American medical officers despaired since, “Any effort at controlling them [the 

prostitutes] was hampered in Britain because while a brothel…was illegal, no action 

could be taken against street-walking prostitutes unless they actually accosted the man 

they were soliciting.”232  Since the British police had no legal means to crack down on 

the likes of the Piccadilly Commandos, the VD problem was nationwide.  The problem 

was there were too many GIs, with too much money and alcohol, combined with many 

romance seeking good-time girls freed from home discipline.233  The result of the 

American outcry is that they shook the British out of their inward-looking beliefs and 

forced their hosts to educate its public about the dangers of venereal disease.234

Two British government actions helped to combat the epidemic.  First, the 

Ministry of Health started a public education campaign in early 1943 to address the 

venereal disease epidemic.  The Let Knowledge Grow Campaign “by the end of the war, 

had made the public thoroughly familiar with the disease through artfully explicit 

posters.”235  Meanwhile, following a meeting of Allied health officials in mid-April 1943, 
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a Joint Committee on Venereal Diseases was formed to advise the government.  This 

Committee advocated government intervention with Defense Regulation (33B).  Under 

this any person, “cited by two or more VD patients as the source of infection would be 

required by persuasion or if necessary legal consumption, to submit themselves for 

treatment.”236   

A dichotomy of public opinion occurred over (33B).  Most aspects of society 

supported this policy, for a year before it came into effect, Thomas E. A. Stowell called 

for the need of “legislative and administrative action without which nothing can be done 

to protect these unhappy women, who are driven on all the time by panders, pimps, and 

bullies on the watch at street corners.”237  Opposition did exist as well, by liberals “who 

saw this as a repeat of the similar Regulation (40D) [a law from the First World War 

reintroduced regulated brothels to Great Britain] which had…provided for wrongful 

accusation, victimization and infringement of civil liberties, particularly of women.”238  

Though the Minister of Health’s claimed impartiality, Haste states that “between 8 

January and 30 September 1943…only four men were cited as a source of infection by 

two or more people, compared with 228 women.”239  Regulation 33B implicated more 

women than men because trained nurses questioned GIs, who sought medical treatment 

for their VD, about with whom they had sexual relations.240  Thus, due to 

implementation, there was a sexual double standard in the regulation, which blamed the 

break down of morals on British women and not the GI. 

Despite renewed British efforts, the U.S. officials had difficulties fighting the 

venereal disease epidemic among their troops.  First of all, many American soldiers 

rarely used condoms.  In 1942, the British supplied the GIs with condoms, which the 
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Americans preferred not to use and chastised as being too small.241  Once American 

condoms became generally available in 1943, for sale in Post Exchanges and “for free 

distribution under a new War Department ruling,”242 the GIs still did not always use 

them.  This is due to the fact that the majority of American sexual encounters were not 

with the professional prostitute, but instead on a friendly basis with the good-time girl.243

The combined efforts of the British public education campaign, Regulation 33D, 

and the American VD control branch paid off in spring 1944 as the rates of venereal 

disease declined among Allied forces in Britain.  The American Red Cross set up 

prophylactic stations near Rainbow Corner and throughout London, including major 

railway stations.244  By 1943, V-Packettes reached American forces in England, followed 

by the PRO-KITS in April 1944.  Costello wrote, “U.S. Army statistics reveal that in the 

months leading up to May 1944, the rate of infection fell by nearly two-thirds—although 

sexual activity must certainly have not.”245  Pfc. Robert B. Schatz, a medic billeted in the 

small town of Brierly Hill between June and August 1944, noted in his manuscript that, 

“During our stay in England…our venereal disease rate was practically zero.”246  Costello 

again purported that, “The statistical data, moreover indicates the health campaign spared 

around fifteen thousand GIs…from falling casualty to syphilis or gonorrhea during the 

months before and after the invasion of France.”247

In France, the establishment of brothels regulated by the U.S. Army, for American 

troops, became the ultimate debate between Army planners and the officers in the field.  

Since French society recognized and accepted prostitution, the liberated French could not 

be counted on to enact measures to combat VD, as the British had.  Though during the 
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fighting in Normandy in the summer of 1944, rates of venereal disease declined, 

commanders took control over and segregated some houses of prostitution, placing pro-

station adjacent to them.248  Commanders in the field thus sought to keep morale high and 

believed in the merits of the regulated brothel system.  Officially though, to prevent the 

spread of venereal diseases, the ETOUSA put red-light districts off limits.  Similar to 

France, in India, American troops received a document, “Instructions for U.S. Troops” 

that stated, 

  
All brothels, wherever located, are out of bounds to American troops.  A 
detachment of MPs will be required to assist local MPs in keeping U.S. soldiers 
from areas prohibited on account of extreme filth and disease, and when an MP 
says, ‘Don’t go that way soldier,’ you should say, ‘Thank you,’ and mean it.  
Needless to say all such areas cannot be adequately patrolled, so individual 
responsibility is highly necessary.249  
 

While MPs patrolled some off limit areas, the commanding officers, who turned a blind 

eye to the brothels, helped to undermine military orders and eventually forced the United 

States government to accept the promiscuity of its armed forces. 

With the liberation of Paris, American health officials scurried to reduce the rising 

rates of venereal disease.  In September 1944, the Allies liberated Paris and made it the 

base of operations for the Western Front.  A lack of food and fuel in the French capital, 

gave an American with a K-ration an unbeatable bargaining position with French women, 

including prostitutes.  Accordingly, by October the venereal disease rates among 

American troops rose from the summer low of 20 per 1,000 per annum to 58 per 1,000 

per annum.250  To remedy this, the Army established and increased supplies to 

prophylactic facilities.  In addition, “a fleet of mobile VD treatment centers” equipped 

with doses of penicillin and “staffed by two medical officers and six orderlies had been 

mounted on three-ton trucks.”251
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When United States forces invaded the Philippines in late 1944, the high levels of 

venereal diseases made the task of the medical officers much more difficult than in 

Europe.  Although officially illegal in the American Commonwealth, prostitution was 

rampant throughout the country, especially in war-ravaged Manila.  For example, the 

“opportunities for clandestine prostitution existed in every field, in any wrecked vehicle, 

behind any stone wall, and even in frontline gun emplacements and foxholes.”252  Henry 

C. Allan wrote, that on downtime before the proposed invasion of Japan, “Word 

circulated among the men, from tent-to-tent, that native girls (always advertised by their 

Filipino pimps as young virgins) were to be found in several huts not far from our 

encampment.”253  The servicemen who served in the Pacific found few sexual 

opportunities (save for Panama, Hawaii, or Australia) while aboard ships or fighting the 

Japanese.  The prospect of the invasion of Japan made fear of contracting venereal 

disease nonexistent to the ordinary marine, sailor, or GI.  The civilian population 

meanwhile had suffered cruelly under the Japanese and sought American money and food 

to relieve them from their destitution.  Hence, by May 1945 venereal disease rates had an 

alarming reached 123 per 1,000 per annum.254

The Army had not planned for this problem, and thus struggled to check the rising 

rates of VD among the troops before additional men arrived in the Philippines in 

preparation for the potential invasion of Japan.  The Army and Navy, which lacked 

trained medical personnel and prophylactic materials, over time enacted the program for 

control that had worked in the United States and Europe.255  They increased the number 

of venereal disease officers, pursued an aggressive educational program, improved and 

increased the prophylactic stations, and made condoms and PRO-KITS available to men 

going on leave.  Furthermore, military officials established a curfew in Manila for 2300 

as well as bed checks.  They excluded all civilians from military camps, decreed all 

brothels off limits, and sought to arrest all suspected prostitutes.  This program caused 
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“considerable improvement in venereal disease rates in this area, although they never 

attained the low rates which were desired.”256

 

Conclusion 

 

Finally, one may ask, “Did venereal disease actually threaten the effectiveness of 

the armed forces?” and “Did the military and government’s efforts to combat VD rates 

actually work?”  From officially released figures, the answer to both is yes.  According to 

Morris Fishbein, “The annual rate for 1939 was 31 per thousand men, the lowest 

incidence ever recorded in the United States Army up to that time.  The annual rates from 

1940 to 1943 inclusive were 42.5, 40.5, 37.7 and 26.3 respectively.”257  While the rates 

among servicemen in the United States never reached what would later be seen in the 

Philippines, with the peacetime draft, they increased.  As the United States became 

involved in war, the efforts of the Surgeon General’s Office and Congress successfully 

reduced rates of infection to unprecedented levels.  Overseas, VD rates peaked in Great 

Britain during December 1942 at 58 per 1,000 per annum and steadily declined to 20 per 

1,000 per annum in the summer of 1944.258  As the United States military entered new 

lands, they logically saw rates once again increase, such as with the liberation of places 

like Paris and Manila.  Though once the Army established prophylactic stations and 

distributed condoms and PRO-KITS, these rates eventually subsided. 

While the Army initially preached abstinence and closed the brothels under the 

May Act, the persistence of the servicemen and the women with whom they copulated to 

respectively seek outlets for their sexual needs and earn a living, forced the military to 

confront the threat of venereal disease.  The actions of men and women to resist 

restrictions placed upon them by the U.S. Armed Forces and government, continued 

through the end of the war and reached its zenith with the Allied occupation of Japan and 

Germany.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

THE INTERACTION OF THE GOVERNMENT, SERVICEMEN, 

AND WOMEN IN THE POST-WAR PERIOD 
 
 
 
 

The culmination of American military leadership’s acceptance of their troops’ 

promiscuity occurred during the post-war occupation of Japan and Germany, as those in 

charge, the GIs, and the prostitutes all pursued their own goals.  The military authorities 

and the American government proved that they could not impose their rules and beliefs 

on two independent groups of consenting adults.  Some women of Japan and Germany, 

(like their sisters in the United States, Panama, Great Britain, France, and the 

Philippines), resisted fines and jail sentences and worked as prostitutes, in order to make 

a living off the soldiers.  The American soldiers also continued to seek the satisfaction of 

their sexual demands in the face of punishment.    

In both defeated enemy nations, American official experienced similar situations.  

The local populations of Germany and Japan had been severely disrupted during the war.  

Many men had died during the war, were prisoners of war, or had been located thousands 

of miles from home when the hostilities ceased.  As a result, many homeless, starving 

local women turned to the American serviceman as a substitute provider for themselves 

and their families.  Whether a prostitute, or not, women traded sex for food and other 

material goods available to the GIs.   

As German and Japanese women profited from the arrival of American 

occupation forces, a sharp increase in the rates of venereal disease took place following 

both V-E Day—8 May 1945, and V-J Day—2 September 1945.  In the first year of 

occupation, rates of venereal disease soared in both theaters as servicemen, exhilarated 

over surviving the war, lost discipline.  Servicemen disregarded the venereal disease 

prevention methods they had learned, and instead relied on the powers of penicillin to 

treat them if they contracted a sexually transmitted disease.  The confusion of 

redeployment, meanwhile, hampered the efforts medical officers to curb the momentary 

increase in VD.  Once troops became stationed in permanent bases however, rates of 

venereal disease in Germany and Japan declined.  
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Efforts by occupational authorities to deter the promiscuity of GIs failed.  General 

Eisenhower issued a directive that forbade any fraternization between the Allied 

occupation forces and Germans, from September 1944 to October 1945.  The insistence 

of Germans and Americans, however, to ignore the non-fraternization ban and have 

relationships with one another, forced the military to recall the directive in early October 

1945.  “During any given week, more than one-quarter of the troops engaged in sex with 

German women.”259  With the American occupation of Japan, which lasted from August 

1945 to April 1952, “regular force rotations continued to bring in hundreds of thousands 

of new troops to staff the quarter-million-man occupation army.”260  The legacy of the 

comfort women made the Japanese Government make ethnic Japanese prostitutes 

available for the first American occupiers in 1945.  While American officials closed the 

Japanese established brothels that they helped to regulate, due to an outbreak of venereal 

disease, American officials still tolerated prostitution and promiscuity. 

 

Occupation of Germany 

 

The first day that American troops entered Germany, on 12 September 1944, 

Eisenhower issued a directive that banned fraternization between GIs and Germans.  The 

directive read: 

 
American soldiers must not associate with Germans.  Specifically, it is not 
permissible to shake hands with them, to visit their homes, to exchange gifts with 
them, to engage in games or sports with them, to attend their dances or social 
events, or to accompany them on the street or elsewhere.  Particularly, avoid all 
discussion or argument with them.  Give them no chance to trick you into relaxing 
your guard.261
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While experts have debated the reasons that the Supreme Headquarters for Allied 

Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) implemented the ban, concern for the GIs seemed to be 

universally agreed upon.  Petra Goedde argued, for instance, that Eisenhower issued the 

ban in the desire to protect GIs and convince the German people that they were defeated 

and bore responsibility for the war.262  John Willoughby, meanwhile, wrote that the ban 

existed since “the military thought that relations between American men and German 

women would created an environment in Germany hostile to the Americans.”263  Oliver J. 

Fredericksen added in 1953 that the anti-fraternization ban intended to, “on one hand to 

prevent leakage of information and on the other to protect the lives of individual 

soldiers.”264  In any event, Eisenhower and his staff feared that a defeated Germany 

would once again rise to be an international threat, as they had done following defeat in 

the First World War a generation earlier.  The ban though proved impossible to enforce, 

especially after the surrender of Germany on 8 May 1945.  

Since both officials in SHAEF and the occupying GIs regarded the ban to intend a 

denial of sexual contact between the Allies and enemy civilians, the army had to attempt 

a number of measures to prevent fraternization.  The emphasis on sexual contact is 

evident since most men brought to trial for violating the ban were found in the company 

of German women.  The army thus imposed a $65 fine as penalty and officials used 

contraction of venereal disease as proof of a GI’s fraternization.265  GI David Frederick 

Grossman, meanwhile, complained of the ban to his mother in a 3 April 1945 letter home.  

He wrote, “U.S. soldiers aren’t allowed to talk to people and that makes it kinda [sic] 

rough on some of the fellas [sic].  There certainly are a big bunch of good looking gals 

here.”266  To help young men like Grossman out of trouble, Eisenhower’s directive called 
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for “an educational and recreational program and a liberal policy on leaves and furloughs 

to compensate for the absence of friendly relations with the civil population.”267  Thus, 

the army took over local bars and clubs for the sole use of their fighting men.  They 

established leaves and rest centers outside of Germany, patrolled local parks and streets, 

and initiated nightly bed checks for the GIs.  The War Department also issued their troops 

a booklet, Pocket Guide to Germany, which depicted German society as militaristic and 

blamed friendly German-American relations after 1918 for instigating the Second World 

War.268

The American GIs and their officers however, rejected the idea that the German 

population would become belligerent as the result of social contact and thus, from the 

onset, ignored Eisenhower’s directive for a number of reasons.  Joseph Freilick 

unashamedly wrote of an incident in Germany in February 1945 in which he broke the 

fraternization ban by befriending a German fraulein, named Elfrieda.  He recalled: 

 
Our chemistry was good and we got to be close friends.  By design we would 
meet in the park each evening and she always brought a blanket, which helped a 
lot!  We played a game whenever we could when she would start counting.  The 
objective for me was not to finish too early.  In the beginning I couldn’t go past 
the count of 20.  By the time our unit moved out, she had me holding out till she 
counted to 39.  Who says learning can’t be fun.269

 
Aside from sexual gratification, another reason the ban failed was that the GIs in 

Germany found “a defeated population devastated by the destruction of the war and 

rather desperate in its desire to make peace with the Allies.”270  Though many Americans 

who liberated the concentration camps held hostility to the Germans, many more viewed 

the women, children, and old men in the rubble of German towns with sympathy.  

Finally, officers set bad examples themselves by ignoring the orders they were to enforce.  

Historian Petra Goedde wrote that, “German women regularly stayed overnight in army 
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compounds as the guests of officers.”271  In the end, the military’s ban could not keep the 

GIs away from pursuing sexual relations with German women and friendly relationships 

with the population in general. 

 The women of post-war Germany faced starvation and in order to earn a living 

and support their families, did not resist the sexual demands of the occupying soldiers.  

Thus, with the absence of German men, many respectable German women turned to 

prostitution.  When the Americans arrived in Germany, tremendous food shortages 

plagued the local populations.  Edward N. Peterson wrote, “In August the average 

German’s daily ration was calculated at 1,100 calories…The death rate of children and 

old people [meanwhile] rose to fantastic heights; more than half of the babies born in 

Berlin in August died.  In the U.S. zone 30 percent of the children in their first year 

died.”272  Single female parents had difficulties in procuring food as in addition to the 

millions of war deaths, 4,000,000 more German men remained in Soviet captivity at the 

end of the war.273  Thus, the American GIs took the place of absent German providers, 

and offered food as payment for sex.  As in Japan, “the borderline between love affairs 

and prostitution became blurred because nearly all GIs supported their German lovers 

with food and material supplies.”274  Meanwhile, to earn food and supplies in exchange 

for sex, some mothers sent their daughters to the GIs.  Donald Stout recalled in his 

memoir that while en route to Berlin, his battalion stopped and set up headquarters in a 

home along the Weser River.  He continued: 

 
The occupants of the house were a plump fortyish [sic] woman and her two 
teenage daughters.  The girls stopped on the stairs, grinning and giggling, while 
the mother approached the colonel.  She said she was happy to leave, since she 
had a friend she could stay with, but her daughters would like to stay and ‘Und 

schlaff mit die soldaten.’  For 30 seconds the colonel remained intent on the 
maps—then it hit him.  He reared up, ‘What did she say?’  Almost controlling the 
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corners of his mouth, Sgt. Major Hagmaier explained.  [The colonel then 
ordered], ‘Tell her to take her little whores and get out of here!’275

 
Not all German women, however, reacted in a matter that condoned relations with the 

GIs. 

Similar to the feelings the American GIs had of the Germans, the German people 

viewed the American occupiers and the effects of the occupation, with a range of 

emotions.  Their reaction depended on “their age, social status, and level of involvement 

in the Nazi Party.”276  Those who had been persecuted by the Nazis welcomed the 

Americans as liberators, while ardent supporters of National Socialism viewed 

occupational forces with contempt.  Most citizens though, remained in between these 

polar extremes.  Many Germans did, however, harshly criticize the women who 

consorted with their former enemies.  Not all German women, after all, resorted to 

prostitution in order to survive.  Both GIs and the mainstream German populace came to 

know the prostitute and promiscuous fraternizers collectively as Veronica Dankeschön, 

or Veronica Thank- you-very-much (with the initials VD).  Traditional German society 

thus saw the prostitutes as a symbol for Germany’s moral decline.277  Those at SHAEF 

concurrently saw a decline in the morality of the American troops. 

With V-E Day and the surrender of Germany, any support those in the army had 

for the anti-fraternization ban, soon disappeared.  Enforcement thus became a useless 

gesture as GI’s behavior forced Eisenhower revoke the ban on 1 October 1945.  Unlike 

military command, soldiers and officers “did not consider their personal relations with 

German civilians as an infringement in their military duties.”278  On 8 June, Eisenhower 

declared that non-fraternization did not apply to children.  Thus, when cynical GIs 

approached German women, they would say, ‘Hello, Child.’279  Also in early June, 
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Eisenhower made the decision not to punish those who had contracted VD.280  To the 

relief of medical officers, this move encouraged those who hid their ailments to seek 

treatment.  To the occupational authorities however, this announcement displayed that 

their method of preventing promiscuity had backfired, and instead helped to increase 

rates of VD.  Continued efforts to entice the GIs to follow aspects of the ban also failed.  

By mid-July Eisenhower announced that Allied personnel could “engage in conversation 

with adult Germans on the streets and in public places.”281  This did not reverse officer 

and soldier apathy of the ban and on 1 October, Eisenhower finally caved in and revoked 

the entire non-fraternization policy. 

The sharp increase in venereal disease rates among the soldiers stationed in 

Germany coincided with the fraternization ban.  On V-E Day the rates had been 74.94 per 

1,000 per annum, while by December 1945, they peaked at 251.282  The redeployment of 

men, a loss of discipline due to the end of combat, and faith in penicillin, prevented the 

effectiveness of the anti-fraternization ban to control the spread of venereal diseases.  The 

effective education program that the War Department and the Surgeon General’s Office 

had triumphantly created, suffered due to the demands of redeployment on manpower.  

As in Paris, Manila, and Tokyo, the constant shift of men and large-scale redeployment 

made it difficult for medical officers to carry out a consistent education program.283  

Meanwhile, the GIs drank incessantly, engaged in black market activities, and sought out 

an eager supply of impoverished German women.  

Rates of venereal disease, however, dropped as occupation continued.  In April 

1946, wives and children of the occupying personnel began to arrive in Germany.284  This 

helped to limit the promiscuity of married American occupiers.  Meanwhile, 

“geographical stability,” as John Willoughby wrote, “made it possible for soldiers to 
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establish stable, intimate relationships.”285  In addition, the settlement of the GIs enabled 

health officials to re-focus their educational campaigns.  Finally, venereal disease rates 

receded with the availability of penicillin to the German public, and the number of 

prostitutes decreased due to German economic revival in the late 1940s.286  

 

Comfort Women 

 

As the Japanese Empire expanded and waged war, an imperial edict allowed their 

military to create a system of sexual slavery, between 1932 and 1945.  The vast majority 

of the women that the Japanese forced into prostitution, known as comfort women, came 

from Korea, which had been a Japanese protectorate since 1904.  The remaining 10% to 

20% of the women, however, came from other conquered areas, like Manchuria, China, 

the Philippines, and the Dutch East Indies.  The legal age for prostitution in Japan was 

eighteen.  In contrast, however, the majority of the comfort women were much younger, 

often only thirteen.287  While the Japanese did have reasons that in their view necessitated 

the need for comfort women—the protection of their troops from foreign ill will or 

venereal disease, the women themselves had no choice.  Thus, of the estimated of 

200,000 young women who the Japanese military brutally raped, “only a handful 

survived.”288

The Japanese recruited and kidnapped young women from throughout their 

empire to work as comfort women.  Since poverty plagued rural Korea, “offers of work 

held considerable attraction to both families and individual women.”289  Many parents 

opposed the idea of sending their daughters off to work.  In a society where a woman’s 

place was in the home, however, many young women voluntarily left their homes out of a 
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sense of duty to earn money for their families.  With promises of jobs as military nurses, 

maids, or as factory workers, the Japanese successfully recruited many women and put 

them on boats or trains to areas throughout Southeast Asia and the Pacific.  The Japanese 

meanwhile, simply kidnapped other women from their homes and villages to force them 

into prostitution.  South Korean comfort woman Kim Bun-sun, for example, 

remembered, “One day when I was 15 years old, I went to a nearby field to gather edible 

wild greens with my four-year old brother.  A man dressed in a Japanese policeman’s 

uniform approached us.  Suddenly he seized me with force, put me on a truck, and drove 

off.”290   

At the hands of the Japanese, misery plagued the lives of the comfort women.  

Upon arrival at their destinations near military establishments throughout the empire, 

called comfort stations, the Japanese gave their captors Japanese names and/or 

identification numbers.  The Japanese forced the girls (the Korean ones at least, who had 

some knowledge of Japanese) to only speak Japanese, or risk beheading as punishment.  

Each woman received a small cubicle in the comfort stations and typically was raped 20-

30 times during each weekday and up to 50-60 times a day on weekends.  That the 

Japanese government forbade their soldiers and civilians within the military from visiting 

places of prostitution other than the comfort stations made the demand for the comfort 

women even greater.291  Throughout the day at these regulated brothels, the Japanese 

soldiers stood in long lines and paid fees (dependent on rank and time), to rape the girls.  

Enlisted men came in the mornings, NCOs in the afternoon, and nights were spent with 

officers.  Needless to say, the women did not receive any of the money.292  One former 

comfort woman recalled that she “felt like a living corpse” as she spent years of her life 

enduring continual rapes and abuse.293

In addition to the rapes, the comfort women suffered from other life threatening 

conditions—the cold, starvation, pregnancy, and beatings—with little option of escape.  

While each woman had a different experience, in areas with cold winters, like Manchuria, 
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they had to endure cold temperatures with only a few blankets and little or no heat.  

Though from the onset, the Japanese fed the comfort women just enough to keep them 

alive, the end of the war exacerbated this situation.  From 1944 onwards, the women 

received fewer supplies of soap, clothing, sanitary napkins, and food.  Those pregnant 

did not receive a reprieve from the abuse either.  The Japanese still raped those who were 

pregnant, day after day, until delivery.  When the babies came, according to Kim Yoon-

shim, “a blue-uniformed woman put the baby in a sack without cutting the umbilical cord 

properly and carried it away.”294  The Japanese then, continued to rape the mother, which 

worsened her already debilitated physical condition.  As a deterrent to the few options 

available to the comfort women, escape and suicide, the Japanese issued beatings to those 

who unsuccessfully attempted either.  Such beatings broke bones, which doctors did not 

mend, and caused disfigurement.  The majority of the comfort women could not survive 

prolonged rapes, beatings, and starvation. 

The deterrence of local resistance against Japanese military forces became the 

prime motivation for creating a system of forced prostitution.  Foremost, as Japan 

replaced European and American rule in Southeast Asia, they preached the rhetoric, Asia 

for the Asians, in order to gain local support.  Military planners thus saw the need for a 

controlled system of prostitution, in order to avoid anti-Japanese sentiments for the large 

numbers of rapes being committed by Japanese soldiers against local women.295  Surely 

though, the harshness of Japanese rule in general prevented the success of this effort to 

keep the conquered peoples of Asia pacified.   

The need to keep their soldiers healthy provided a second motivation for the 

Japanese military to use comfort women.  In order to prevent the effects of venereal 

disease, the Japanese targeted young, non-married, virgin girls.  Doctors thus, visited the 

comfort stations once or twice a month and checked the young women for VD.  While 

some comfort women reported that their Japanese tormentors used condoms, if infected, 

the girl obviously caught the sexually transmitted disease as a result of the constant rapes.  

The military officials sent girls sick with venereal disease or other illness home on 

occasion, but normally doctors gave those with VD an arsenic compound, #606.  This 
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treatment caused miscarriage for those pregnant, and illness in general.  The few comfort 

women to have survived the deplorable conditions of the Japanese imposed system of 

sexual slavery experienced a situation comparable to the Holocaust in Europe.  

 

Occupation of Japan 

 

On 16 September 1945, only weeks after Japan formally surrendered, the Guam 

Edition of Navy News ran an article entitled “Geisha Girls Go Back in Business.”296  This 

article included: 

 
The newspaper Tokyo yesterday published the following advertisement:  “wanted 
immediately—3,000 geisha girls for entertaining occupation troops.  Girls with 
experience will be given superior treatment.  Those without experience will also 
do.  Conveniences will be offered in case travel is necessary.  After contract is 
signed not only food but also a livelihood is guaranteed.  High income.”   
(Signed) –All-Japan Geisha federation.297

 
As American troops set course for the occupation of Japan, the Japanese government 

began to encourage women to work as prostitutes exclusively for the occupation forces.  

Unlike Christian doctrine, Asian culture did not impose a sense of guilt with sex.298  

While this is true, the Japanese government created the Recreation and Amusement 

Association (RAA) for the Americans out of fear that American occupation would be 

brutal, especially for Japanese women.  Though the RAA initially had trouble attracting 

employees, American money and material goods soon provided motivation enough for 

Japanese prostitutes.  American servicemen enthusiastically took advantage of the RAA 

until spring 1946, when the American authorities ordered it closed.  By this time though, 
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it was too late to stop the relations between the Japanese and the Americans, so 

occupation officials never wholeheartedly enforced their ban on prostitution. 

 When surrender became certain, the Japanese government feared that the 

American forces would demand sexual gratification from the women of their vanquished 

foes.  Thus, the Japanese took it for granted that the Americans would treat their women 

as they had treated the Korean and Chinese women.  Fearing “the sexual implications of 

having to accommodate hundreds of thousands of servicemen,” on 18 August 1945, the 

Home Ministry sent a message to police officials instructing them to create comfort 

facilities for the occupational forces.299  These facilities became known as the Recreation 

and Amusement Association and lasted, with American consent, until the early months of 

1946.  In late August, local police officials sought to mobilize the prostitutes already in 

existence to work for the Americans.  While the government did not manage the 

facilities, they instead encouraged businessmen to create the new comfort stations by 

providing loans for facilities and police protection.300

 The Japanese business community overcame logistical problems, like a lack of 

employees and buildings, to create a popular and booming enterprise.  The first problem 

the Japanese encountered was the reluctance of many professional prostitutes to join the 

RAA, out of fear of the Americans.  Unlike the system with the comfort women, the 

Japanese did not intend to force their own women into prostitution.  Instead, they 

recruited women from the working-class with newspapers and billboards that promised 

such wartime scarcities as housing, clothes, and food.301  As for the over three hundred 

brothels in Tokyo’s notorious Yoshiwara red-light district, meanwhile, only nine survived 

American bombing.  Thus, when the GIs first arrived, they found temporary recreation 

centers set up in surviving factories.302  By October 1945, thirty-three RAA centers 

existed in Tokyo, with many more in the major cities of the home islands.  These new 

houses of prostitution sprang up near American military bases and had neon signs in 
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English.  Some facilities had up to 500 women, while others remained open twenty-four 

hours a day.303  The houses of prostitution in Japan proved a popular place for the 

American occupiers.   

 The occupation authorities facilitated the American servicemen’s use of the 

Japanese houses of prostitution, as the military police took part in ticket sales and 

security.  In U.S. Army camps, quartermasters posted price lists for these establishments 

on bulletin boards.  Paul D. Veatch wrote that, “The M.P. ticket sales office sold three 

types of tickets with prices depending in the length of stay.”304  Ordinarily, prices were 

cheap, 20 yen ($1.25) for the first hour and 10 yen for each additional hour.305  Thus on 

paydays, the GIs waited in long lines, which the MPs patrolled, in order to enter the 

comfort facilities.  Henry C. Allan, Jr. wrote in his memoir,  

 
U.S. Army M.P.’s cruised the Red Light areas in Jeeps.  No shooting, stabbing, or 
fighting was tolerated.  The position of the U.S. Army in the early days of the 
Japanese occupation viz-a-viz [sic] organized sex was quite clear.  The men will 
frequently pay for sex, so it is the duty of the U.S. military establishment to keep 
the whorehouses as sanitary as possible and free from shootings and other 
violence.306

 
For a few months in occupied Japan, the military finally had sanctioned a system of 

regulated prostitution for their troops.  This arrangement with Japanese would not last 

long.  

While American clients of the RAA establishments recalled that the military had 

taken grounds to prevent the spread of venereal disease, and had even tested the 

prostitutes for sexually transmitted diseases on a regular basis, rates of venereal disease 

grew dramatically in Japan.  According to Walt Sheldon, “Six months after the 

Occupation began Colonel Phillip Cook, Chief Surgeon of the Eighth Army, admitted 
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that 27 per cent of his command had some form of venereal disease.”307  Pfc. Paul 

Veatch, who arrived in Okayama, Japan, in October 1945, however did not note this and 

insisted that,  

 
The army had immediately established regulated and supervised whorehouses in 
Okayama…Customers could only leave the houses after undergoing a medic-
administered prophylaxis treatment.  Apparently the army felt that the troops 
would be better off in regulated houses of prostitution than in the houses run by 
the locals.308

 
Henry C. Allan, Jr. concurred as he recalled in his memoir, 

  
Houses of ill repute were required to submit to regular inspection and had to be 
licensed by the government.  Girls in these establishments were, the troops were 
told, examined weekly by Japanese doctors…As we would sign out to board a bus 
going into the city, we were encouraged to take condoms and a pro-kit for use 
during and following intercourse.  They were, of course, no charge.  We had lots 
of free things, including a monthly cigarette allotment, as well as condoms.309  
 

Clearly though, not all men who visited the RAA centers heeded the advice of the 

constant reminders to use prophylaxis in order to prevent infection.  The rates of venereal 

disease in Japan grew from 117 per 1,000 per annum in November, to 180 in December, 

and 227 in January 1946.310   

In peacetime, the GIs became careless and lazy in their efforts to prevent the 

spread of venereal disease.  Following the cessation of hostilities, the occupiers found 

themselves with much more free time.  This free time combined with the prospect of 

returning home, helped to cause a loss of discipline by the jubilant victors.  Since 

penicillin had become available in greater numbers to those infected with VD, men now 

had the luxury of getting the one-shot cure if they, by chance, became infected.  The men 

clearly preferred this apathy to the alternative, the burdensome prevention techniques of 

wearing an uncomfortable condom during sex and injecting a PRO-KIT solution into 

their urethra after sex.  The women of the RAA facilities, however, did not yet have 
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access to penicillin and as their rates of venereal disease grew, the American occupiers 

intervened.  

In January 1946, due to the growing rates of venereal disease among the 

American servicemen occupying Japan, General Douglas MacArthur ordered the 

abolition of organized prostitution.  Although the US military put the red-light districts 

off limits, the occupiers still openly visited the prostitutes, without penalty.  Key to this 

situation was the American sale of penicillin patents to the Japanese in April 1946, in 

order to treat the prostitutes.311  The Japanese accepted sex and as both traditional and 

legal, while the promiscuity of the American troops continued.  The Japanese however, 

never effectively enforced the abolition of prostitution and the Americans did not press 

the Japanese to do so.  Thus, of those arrested, few were tried, and “no fine exceeded 

$50.”312  The only effect of MacArthur’s ban was the closure of the RAA recreation 

facilities while other brothels and streetwalking prostitutes remained.  In 1952, according 

to Sheldon, “The Japanese Welfare Ministry counted 70,000 prostitutes in the country 

who catered primarily to the American military.”313

As encountered in Great Britain, France, and Germany, the GIs consorted with all 

types of Japanese women.  The Japanese prostitutes, or panpan, wore bright colored 

clothing, makeup (not worn by ordinary Japanese women), and smoked cigarettes.  Some 

exclusively served Japanese customers, while the majority exclusively favored the 

Americans.314  Meanwhile like the victory girls of the United States, average Japanese 

women took part with promiscuous behavior.  Bar hostesses, dancers, and responsible 

young ladies either saw nothing wrong with a passing affair with a GI, or “were 

genuinely deceived by a few murmured words of affection.”315   

As in the case of women throughout the world, Japanese women chose 

prostitution out of economic need, the desire for scarce commercial goods, and personal 
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desire.  But unlike other countries, Japan lacked a social stigma against their prostitutes.  

In Okinawa, for example, one quarter of island’s population (150,000) died as a result of 

the battle that ended on 23 June 1945.  Large numbers of widows and orphans thus, 

deprived of a means to make a living by the destruction of the war, voluntarily provided 

sexual labor for U.S. military personnel.316  Back in the home islands, the population 

suffered in poverty while prostitution provided a steady source of income.  The panpan 

and the promiscuous woman sought the material items of the conquerors.  “They were,” 

wrote John W. Dower, “the recipients of goods [food, liquor, cigarettes, lipstick, and 

nylon stockings] from the U.S. military exchange posts…that in those days truly seemed 

like treasure houses from a magic land.”317  Meanwhile, many soldiers and American 

civilians kept Japanese girlfriends in small houses and apartments.  “One could support a 

mistress for as little as forty dollars a month plus presentos from the well-stocked PXs.318 

The motivation of American consumer goods, food, and money therefore, supplied the 

American occupation force with a dependable source of sexual satisfaction. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Marriage became the final obstacle in German-American and Japanese-American 

relations.  In December 1946, SHAEF renounced its position on the policy of German-

American marriages.  This allowed military personnel to marry “during their last month 

of duty with the occupational forces but only after a 3-month waiting period.”319  

“MacArthur,” meanwhile according to Sheldon, “lifted the marriage ban between 

Japanese citizens and Occupation personnel in July 1947.”320  Thus between marriage 

and the arrival of American families in the conquered Axis nations, the promiscuity of 
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GIs and venereal disease declined.  Declined, but did not disappear.  Prostitution 

remained near American military establishments, even as the number of prostitutes and 

promiscuous local women waned due to improvements in the economies of Germany and 

Japan.  To be sure, Goedde noted that, “unofficial estimates placed the number of 

American-German babies at roughly 94,000 over the course of the occupation.”321  Thus, 

the prostitute remained an acceptable sexual outlet for Americans in service. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 
 
 

“Now there were four men and three girls, and the seven of them left Aarfy in the 
apartment and climbed into a horse-drawn cab, which remained at the curb at a 
dead halt while the girls demanded their money in advance.  Nately gave them 
ninety dollars with a gallant flourish, after borrowing twenty dollars from 
Yossarian, thirty-five from Dunbar and seventeen dollars from Hungry Joe.  The 
girls grew friendlier then and called the address to the driver…The amazing place 
was a fertile, seething cornucopia of female nipples and navels.  At first, there 
were just their own three girls in the dimly-lit, drab brown sitting room that stood 
at the juncture of three murky hallways leading in separate directions to the 
distant recesses of the strange and marvelous bordello.  The girls disrobed at 
once.322” 

 
The men of the United States military and the women with whom they had sexual 

contact acted independently and inadvertently used sex as an act to oppose the 

government.  Peers and officers of the common enlisted man, often not yet twenty years 

old, condoned this behavior as an escape from reality during the horrors of combat.  Due 

to the debilitating effects that venereal disease had on previous armies, however, 

continuous promiscuity threatened to harm the United States military during the Second 

World War.  Thus, the GI’s and women’s attitudes forced the government to face the fact 

that abstinence did not work and they had to improve and expand previously existing 

methods of VD prevention and treatment.   

Throughout the chapters of “How the Common Grunt and the Prostitute Changed 

Military Policy,” there are some reoccurring secondary themes.  Society and the 

government often equated promiscuous women and prostitutes as one in the same.  

Therefore, the police occasionally arrested innocent women in their round-ups, sent them 

to jail, and forcibly examined them for venereal disease.  Regulations designed to protect 

American and Allied men in uniform, discriminated against the rights of women and 

unjustly placed the entire blame for promiscuity and the spread of venereal disease upon 

their soldiers.  A second theme is that official rules and regulations did not always trickle 

down to the ordinary soldier.  Commanding officers, as in the case of the May Act or 
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establishing brothels, did not always implement paternalistic orders, for fear of hurting 

their men’s morale.  After all, some believed that prostitution was a necessary distraction 

from the horrors of war.   

Aside from the change of sexual attitudes attributed to the results of the war 

discussed by Costello, there are other reasons for a broader importance of this subject and 

work.  First, one should examine the post-war sex industries that have developed in the 

vicinity of U.S. military installations around the world.  The condoned use of prostitution 

and the encouragement of prostitution among the military, existed before 1941, and (at 

least abroad) remains today.  Next, during the Second World War, the government made 

great advancements in the area of venereal disease prevention, treatments, and sexual 

education.   

Following the defeat and occupation of Japan, and subsequent wars with and 

occupation of Asian nations, the American GI has continually been in contact with 

prostitutes while stationed abroad.  Surrounding bases in Korea, Okinawa, and (prior to 

their closure in 1992) in the Philippines, military prostitution emerged as a vibrant local 

industry.  According to Jennifer S. Butler, “military prostitution refers specifically to the 

establishment of brothels around military bases to provide entertainment and sexual 

services to the occupying soldiers.”323  These women have been driven to prostitution due 

to poverty and the effects of war.  Many have no other choice, while others are tricked by 

promises of other jobs and the lure of money.  Brothel systems in such patriarchal Asian 

societies use a system of debt bondage, as mentioned in Chapter 1, to force a prostitute to 

work.  The United States military has worked hand in hand with local authorities to 

ensure that the brothels are regulated.  In order to gain employment in a bar, brothel, strip 

club, or other center of American male entertainment, a woman must receive a chest X-

ray, a VD smear, an AIDS test, and a blood test.324  Thus, a system of regulated 

prostitution has appeal and support within the military, which it lacked during the war.   

New methods of disease prevention and treatment helped civilians and the 

military alike, in the decades to come.  American society has profited from the 
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developments made during World War II to help educate people of the dangers of 

sexually transmitted diseases.  The promiscuous nature of men and women, while still 

somewhat frowned upon, has become more acceptable.  To a lesser degree, prostitution—

still a complete taboo for American civilians—remains in Nevada and on the streets of 

major cities.  Therefore, in the past decades, the position of most Americans has emerged 

into one similarly taken by the U.S. armed forces at the end of the war—that for public 

protection, measures should be taken to educate people on sex and venereal diseases.  

Venereal disease education techniques created in the 1940s has become an even greater 

milestone due to the threat of HIV and AIDS, and the strong emphasis on safe sex. 

The historical analysis of promiscuity during the Second World War and its 

effects on the world has barely begun.  To end this work, I will once again turn to Joseph 

Heller’s Catch-22.  “Yossarian jumped.  Nately’s whore was hiding just outside the door.  

The knife came down, missing him by inches, and he took off.”325   
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