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MILITARY: Suppression of `camp followers' suffering from venereal disease 

 

1914-1916 

 

These extracts illustrate the war time occurrences of ‘camp followers’ - civilians who 

followed travelling troops - and the creation of the Women Police Volunteers partially 

in response to this.  

As a result of the war, many women had greater opportunities for employment, pay 

and independence and it was feared that this would lead to looser morals including 

increased drinking and sexual promiscuity. This file focuses on these concerns, 

noting that this involved both ‘professional prostitutes’ and ‘hysterical girls’. ‘Camp 

following’ was seen as a threat to the health of soldiers through the potential spread 

of venereal diseases. Places with army barracks and surrounding ports were of 

particular concern. 

This led to the introduction of the controversial regulation 40D in 1918 under the 

Defence of the Realm Act. This made it an offence for any woman suffering from 

venereal disease to have sexual intercourse with a member of the armed forces. 

In 1914 the Women’s Police Volunteers (renamed the Women’s Police Service in 

1915) was created for numerous reasons including watching factories for the safety 

of Belgium refugees and patrolling public spaces to control ‘camp followers’ and try 

and curb undesirable behaviour.  

Many early recruits to the Women’s Police Volunteers were drawn in through their 

pre-war involvement in feminist politics and the suffrage movement, such as founder 

Margaret Damer Dawson, and suffragettes Nina Boyle, Dora Meeson Coates and 

Mary Allen. Several of these women can be seen in the group photograph included 

in this selection. 

The National Union of Working Women (NUWW) also had approximately 5,000 

voluntary women patrols by this time. However neither organisation was initially 

openly accepted by the authorities and both were denied full powers of arrest.  

The well meaning work of these ‘morality police’ resulted in embarrassing incidences 

of mistaken identity, with cases reported to the Home Office concerning the way 

‘respectable’ women were treated by patrols.  
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