BETH BAILEY anDp DAVID FARBER
Prostitutes on Strike: The Women of Hotel Street During
World War II

On a Sunday afternoon the nation listened as radio announcers spoke in shocked tones
of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The date was December 7, 1941. World War 11
would transform these then remote, ethnically diverse islands no less than the mainland
as the military made Hawaii its midpoint stopover in the Pacific. For those returning
from combat as well as for those going into it, the place to go in Honolulu was Hotel
Street.

The following essay focuses on the women of Hotel Street, more particularly the sex
workers who populated its brothels. Note the conditions of work, the complicity and
concerns of military authorities, and the conflict between the military and the local police,
who acted as agents of the local elite. Note, too, the wa_y__be prostitutes maneuvered to /'

improve their lives. What did id these women have in common with-the battered- “women—,

described by Linda Gord0n7'H0w did the Hotel Street prostitutes inadvertently serve to
undermine Hawaii’s racial hierarchy? In what other respects did their strategy fore-
\ shadow that of postwar civil rLghts activists?

e

Hotel Street was the center of Honolulu's epon-

ymous vice district, through which some 30,000

or more soldiers, sailors, and war workers

berted its interests in counterpoint to local

martlal law, rule ruled bya mll;tar;ng_v,emor Even

passed on any given day durmg”mosii‘c:f World

‘War II. ... On Hotel Street, some of the most
oomp]ex issues in America’s history came to-
gether. Systems of race and of gender (compli-
cated by both sex and war) structured individ-
ual experience and public policy. At the same
time, the story of Hawaii’s vice district revolves
around the changing role of the State, as it as-

if not fully by intention, agents of the federal

government—ironically in the form of the mil-
itary and martial law—emerged as limited
guarantors of equality and created openings
for social strugle.... A critical part of this
struggle for power centered on prostitution
and its control. . ..

Hotel Street was more than just brothels,
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but it was the brothels, for most of the men,
that gave the district its identity and its dark
magic. During the war years fifteen brothels
operated in this section of Chinatown, their
presence signaled by neatly lettered, somewhat
circumspect signs (“The Bronx Rooms,” “The
Senator Hotel,” “Rex Rooms”) and by the lines
of men that wound down the streets and alley-

ways. The brothels were not new; they had de-_

velo ith Honolulu’s status as a port
city, and had, in recent years, served both the

_growing military population and the planta-

tion workers who came to town on paydays.'
_Prostitution was illegal in Hawaii. None-
theless, it existed as a highly and openly reg-
‘ulated system, involving the police depart-
ment, government officials, and the military.
Red-light districts in Honolulu had survived a
Progressive Era campaign to close them down,
and flourished in the face of the World War II-
era May Act until late 1944, when an emerging
new political elite succeeded in closing the
h ‘2
Some of the reasons for the brothels’ sur-
vival are found in Hawaii's multiracial and

multicultural society. To many of the people
mﬂlﬂmﬁﬁ?&p@‘ﬁmﬂ&‘

_prostitution was not a “’social evil.” And many
“of the islands” white elite, the “respectable”
people who would have provided the neces-
sary pressure to have the brothels closed down,

approved of a regulated system of prostitution.

“The brothels, many believed, kept the predom-

inately lower-class white soldiers and sailors
and especially the overwhelmiingly male and
dark-skinned population of plantation workers
[who lived in communifies with few women]
away from the islands’ respectable women,
who were, by their definition, white.* The head
of the Honolulu Police Commission (which
was comprised solely of leading white busi-
nessmen) said it directly: too many men in and
around Honolulu were “just like animals.”* An
editorial in Hawaii, a magazine published and
supported by the haole elite, explained further:
“If the sexual desires of men in this predomi-
nately masculine community are going to be sat-
isfied, certainly not one of us but would rather
see them satisfied in regulated brothels than by
our young girls and women—whether by rape,
seduction or the encouraging of natural ten-
dencies®...” The - brothels,
helped keep the peace.
_-______’_‘_____._H
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The military was pleased with the system,
for regulated prostitution kept venereal disease
rates relatively low in Hawaii. During World
War 11, this consideration became especially

important. Like any other Illness _‘Lmlié!_dj?_

ease hurt the war effort by
_manpower. At the end of World War I more

men left military service with a contagious ve-
nereal disease than had been wounded in bat-
tle. While the military officials in Hawaii never
said publicly and directly that they supported
regulated vice districts, the military partici-
pated fully in the regulation process, putting
houses off limits to the men if they broke rules
that would compromise venereal disease con-
trol, and setting up prophylaxis stations in
_Honolulu. Each brothel had a sign in \ its wait-
ing room reminding the men where the “pro”
stations were and why it was important for
them to make use of the service. The prophy-
laxis stations were free and open to all—civil-
ian and military—and the Hotel Street stations
could handle 1,500 men an hour”
The police department, while to some ex-
tent acting on behalf of the haole elite, also ben-
efited from the system. Like most police de-
partments, the Honolulu police—understood
that shutting down the vice district would-net.
_end prostitution. Police officials believed that

“unregulated, dispersed prostitution would

more likely be rife with pimps, procurers, and
other men who used violence to enforce their
criminal order on both the prostitutes and their
customers, thus creating much unpleasantness
for the police department. In Honolulu, the

*« chief of police personally decided who might

open a and who would suffer penalties.

e department, according to several sources,
received steady payoff money to overlook the
vari O that™ accornpamed the
quasi-legal acts of prostitution.”

The central charge of the police depart-
ment was to keep the district orderly and to
keep the prostitutes out t of sig sight of respectable

onolulu. The majority of official Honolulu
prosututes were white women recruited

ough San through San Francisco. Both police and ma-
dam.s preferred it “that way, for women from
the mainland had fewer choices but to go.aleng—

with the slzstern Each prostitute arriving from
€ mainland was met at the ship by a member
_they thought, - of the vice squad. After she was fingerprinted

but before she received her license, she was in-
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structed in the rules that would govern her stay
on Hotel Street:

She may not visit Waikiki Beach or any other beach
except Kailua Beach (a beach across the moun-
tains from Honolulu).

She may not patronize any bars or better class cafés.
She may not own property or an automobile.

She may not have a steady “boyfriend’”” or be seen
on the streets with any men.

She may not marry service personnel. She may not
attend dances or visit golf courses,

She may not ride in the front seat of a taxicab or with
a man in the back seat.

She may not wire money to the mainland without
permission of the madam.

She may not telephone the mainland without per-
mission of the madam.

She may not change from one house to another. She
may not be out of the brothel after 10:30 at
night.*

. To break these rules was to risk a bea tmg

__to the prostitutes as_
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”Moily O’Brian.” The owners of the buildings

were actwe]y involved in runmng the broth-

els.®

A less fully regulated set of brothels ex-
isted across the river—a very narrow river—
from the Hotel Street district. Brothels such as
the “Local Rooms” were staffed by local
women [of color] only, and charged lower
prices. Despite their cheaper rates these broth-
els were much less popular, for their venereal
disease rates were astronomical_,_Men referred
““white meat” or “dark

’”

Durmg the war, most of the brothels only
served white men. Before the war, the brothels

Rad also maintained a color line, but of a more

complicated soft. The ma]or Hotel Street broth-

‘most all of whom were soldlem and ‘aallors)
and the other for local men, This segregated
syqtem m_ a c1tv where segregatlon was not

at the hands of the police and pOSSIblm| _commonplace, was aimed at the servicemen. .

from the islands.
_Before the war, few white women served
_in the houses for more than six months before

service, __Wb_llgmwmdﬁﬁ A

few months was often all a woman could take.
Some probably earned what money they had
hoped for and left the trade. One “sporting
girl,”” writing at the time, said that the police
forced prostitutes to leave the islands after
about six months “whether the girl's record
was up to standard or not . . . [because] she got

ez

with racist beliefs. Some did not like to think
“of colored men preceding them in the vagina
or mouth of a prostitute, Because the district
was rough, and the men Iikely to be dfuhk and

deemed the safest pollcy :

With the mﬂux of servicemen and war
prostitutes. soared, With so m manv “white men
lining up outside the brothels, the two-door
policy was abandoned for the duration and

to know too much in that length of time.” Once ”| _men of color were simply not served. A couple

a prostitute left Hawaii the police prohibited |

her from returning for a year.’ J

Not all the prostitutes in the Hotel Street
district were white. At the Bronx, which was
one of the largest houses during the war years,
approximately twenty-five five pro&tituteb worked
land anduthe other half local _women. . Five of
‘the women were Hawaiian or part Hawaiian.
Two were Puerto Rican. The Bronx also had six
Japanese prostitutes, which was highly un-
usual and probably due to Tomi Abe, the Jap-
anese-American woman who ran the Bronx
during the war. Most of the madams were
white women from the mainland, with names
like “Norma Lane,” “Peggy Staunton,” and

“of brothels in the district did not observe a color
line and were open to all who could pay. But
almost always the men of color had to pay
more. i

The color line, as far as the white service-
men and war workers saw it, ran only in one
direction. While they did not want to share
prostitutes with men of color, some white men
preferred the “exotic” women.

While the regulated brothels of Hotel
Street had been lucrative, thriving businesses
through the 1920s and 1930s, the war changed
the scale of success. War conditions presented
an amazing economic opportunity to the sex

workers of Hotel %treet Duri_ng_he war‘ ap-
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with the Honolulu Police Department—as “en-
tertainers.”” They paid $1 a year for their li-_
censes, and could make $30,( DQO_—MQJD_@_)L&L
~mmrage working woman was consid-
emd fortunate to make $2,000. The houses took

“in over $10 million each during the war years, *

and the twenty-five to thirty madams who ran
and/or owned them each took away between
$150,000 and $450,000 every year. As a group,
‘the prostitutes and madams of Hotel Street
were incredibly.

But the conditions of sale, “$3 for 3
_utes,” suggests how hard they must have

woman of 100 men a day, at least twenty days

out of every month. The risks of sexually trans-
“mitted diseases were extremely high; in 1943,
120 professional prostitutes were hospitalized
166 times for a contagious venereal disease. A
bad dose put the woman into the hospital—she
had to go—for at least two weeks.""

Some women could accept the physically
brutal and health-threatening conditions. They
fixed their attention on the payoff. Others
found the life, the numbers of men, and the so-
cial contempt degrading Many scmght dis-
_phme or_by 3mokm5 oPlum Oplates gave
them back some of the feelmgs of inviolability
their roles as prostitutes worked to take from
them.

During the war, even more than before,
the women of Hotel Street did their best to ex-
ercise as much practical control as they could
over their punishing livelihood and over the
men who paid them for their services. First of

_all, the brothels were all owned and operated.
by women. The prostitutes maximized their

economic control by allowing no pimps and

there were no behind-the-scenes male owners.
Even_the doorkeepers_at_the brothels were
women, often powerfully built women of Ha-
waiian descent. While the brothels existed for
men, women controlled access.

" The men who wanted sex had to wait in

line, sometimes for hours, and in_full public
view. Because the curfew limited brothel
‘hours, all of this took place only during day-

light hours. From souvenir shops and beauty
parlors and upstairs windows, the older Chi-
nese women of the district watched and
laughed at the lines of white men. Lines were
generally quiet, but the shoeshine boys kidded
the men who seemed visibly nervous, and
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quite a few of the men were drunk. But those
who fortified themselves with drink faced a

further obstacle: the women who kept door at.
the brothels rejected any man they did not trust

to behave properlz orto perform g._uc__y Ade-
Tine Naniole, the Hawaiian woman who kept

door at the Bronx through part of the war, kept
out any man who seemed too drunk.... “l

don’t think you can make business,” she would
Say-l?

Inside, the system was streamlined for
maximum efflaency and control. At the head

“of the hall that led to the prostitutes’ cubicles,

a madam stood behind a money booth. Some
of the booths were caged; there was no pre-
tense that the houses offered gracious enter-

tainment. The madam collected $3, almost al-

ways in singles, and gave the man a token,
usually a poker chip. He then waited for an
available woman.". ..

Even in the sex act, most men felt little con-
trol. That was partly due to the setup: in the
interest of time, women rotated from room to
room; thus, no time was lost in cleaning up and
waiting for the man to dress. When a man's
turn came, he went into a cubicle—a regular
room divided in half by a flimsy sheet of ply-
wood or wall board that reached only two-
thirds of the way to the ceiling. The room was
bare except for a single cot, a table with a wash
bowl, and a wastebasket. Sometimes, if the
maids had been overwhelmed by the pace of
business, soiled towels littered the floor. Often
the man undressed and waited alone while the
prostitute finished up in the cubicle on the
other side of the half wall. The man could hear
what went on the other side, and he knew that
he would be heard in turn.

As time was money, and three minutes
was the limit, prostitutes used various strate-
gies to control the sex act itself. After quickly
inspecting and washing the man’s genitals (as

a patron of other brothels described the rou;‘_;

tine):

She'd lay on her back and get you on top of her
so fast, you wouldn’t even know you'd come up
there on your own power. She’d grind so that you
almost felt like you had nothing to do with it.
Well, after that, she had you. She could make it
go off as quickly as she wanted to. ..."

About a quarter of the men chose fellatio,
a fact that worried the senior shore-patrol of-
ficer in charge of the district, for he believed

|






