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ETTIE ROUTôS SIGNIFICANCE IN THE FIRST WORLD WAR  

 

Ettie was a woman well ahead of her time. Single handedly she promoted ósafer sexô with the 

Australian and New Zealand troops of the First World War before that term was ever used. She 

argued strongly that venereal diseases were a medical and not a moral problem.  

 

She campaigned for the issue of prophylactics for troops going on leave, early treatment of infections 

and safe brothels. After researching what would be the most effective means of prevention (which 

would not have been easy for a non-medical person) she included the following items in the 

prophylactic kit: calomel ointment (containing mercury) or vaseline to be applied before sex, 

Condyôs crystals (potassium permanganate) an antiseptic solution for bathing or irrigation after sex, 

and condoms. At that time condoms were either made of vulcanised rubber (thick) or animal 

membrane (thin). 

 

This was in the era before antibiotics and early treatment was the armyôs strategy. Preferably as soon 

as feasible and certainly within 12-24 hours of having sex, men were instructed to go to a óblue lightô 

centre where they were treated with disinfectant forced up the urethra. 

 

 
Irrigation equipment for treatment of gonorrhoea in France (1914-1918) from JD Oriel, The Scars of 

Venus Pg200. 

 

Ettieôs kit was sometimes referred to as an ET outfit, the ET standing for óEarly Treatmentô. Towards 

the end of 1917 the kit was finally adopted by the New Zealand army.  

 

The Volunteer Sisterhood founded by Ettie also provided social amenities for the soldiers. After 

spending time with the troops in the Middle East she continued her campaign in England and France. 

In Paris she would meet the trains bringing the troops and hand them kits and cards advising them of 

the safe brothel she has set up with the help of French venereologist Dr Jean Tissot who dubbed her 

óa real guardian angel of the ANZACsô. In 1920 the New Zealand RSA collected £100 as a tribute 

for her valuable work.  
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In New Zealand, womenôs groups campaigned against her. The following press release is from the 

Womenôs Christian Temperance Union in the Ashburton Guardian 19 March 1918. 

 

 
 

If she had lived to see the Second World War Ettie would have been pleased to see the adoption of 

prophylactic kits issued freely to men going on leave. One such kit is on display in the Family 

Planning contraceptive museum in the National Office, Wellington. Two condoms also came with 

the kit: 
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BRIEF BIOGRAPHY  

Ettie and her twin sister were born in Tasmania and the family came to New Zealand when Ettie was 

a young child. She had another sister who was two years younger. After leaving school she was one 

of the first to train in Gilbyôs shorthand and became a public shorthand typist in Christchurch, 

operating her own business. She wrote articles for the Lyttelton Times. She had wide, if 

unconventional, interests and was a rationalist, socialist, and freethinker. She was a long-time friend 

of physical culturist Fred Hornibrook who approved of her not wearing corsets or tight fitting 

clothes. She unfashionably wore trousers at times and cycled around Christchurch.  

 

 
In this studio photograph Ettie is the tall woman third from left at the back. Fred is in the centre with 

his physical culture group.[Photograph Canterbury Museum] 

In the first decade of the 20
th
 Century Ettie became involved in the labour movement, first farm 

labourers then gold miners. In 1910 she set up and edited the Maoriland Worker for the New Zealand 

Shearers' Union, of which she was an honorary member. When the shearers joined the New Zealand 

Federation of Labour in early 1911, the paper was taken over by the federation although she 

remained a contributor. She was an advocate for better conditions for female shop workers and for 

independent citizenship for married women. 

In July 1915, during the Gallipoli campaign of the First World War, she set up the New Zealand 

Volunteer Sisterhood and invited women between the ages of 30 and 50 to go to Egypt to care for 

New Zealand soldiers. In spite of government opposition, she sent the first batch of 12 volunteers to 

Cairo that October. The women worked in the New Zealand YMCA canteen in the Esbekia gardens 

and in hospitals. 

Ettie arrived in Egypt in February 1916, and immediately became aware of the soldiers' high 

venereal disease rate. When the bulk of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force left for France that 

April, Ettie remained in Egypt to care for the men fighting the desert campaign in Sinai and 

Palestine. She opened the Tel El Kebir Soldiers' Club and later a canteen at El Qantara, to provide 

better rest and recreation facilities and better food. 
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Within the military support came from General Sir Alexander Godley and his wife Lady Louisa, 

Defence Minister Colonel James Allen and General George Richardson. She had absolutely no 

support from the New Zealand Prime Minister, William Massey, and back in New Zealand Lady 

Stout led a deputation of women to ask the Prime Minister to put an end to Ettieôs efforts. In the 

British House of Lords a bishop called her óthe wickedest woman in Britain.ô  

In June 1917, just after the Imperial War Cabinet had met to discuss VD and prostitution, she went to 

London to push the military into providing free and compulsory prophylactic kits for soldiers going 

on leave. The Australians and Canadians introduced these first then New Zealand followed, 

supplying kits by the end of 1917. Before that Ettie sold them at the New Zealand Medical Soldiers 

Club, which she set up at Hornchurch near the New Zealand Convalescent Hospital, about 20 miles 

from London.  

Ettie received no credit from New Zealand authorities for her role in the kit's development. In April 

1918 Ettie Rout went to Paris where she set up a one-woman social and sexual welfare service for 

soldiers.  

 

Ettie with soldiers in Paris 1918. [Photograph National Archives] 

After the war in 1919 and 1920 she and Fred did voluntary work for the American Red Cross in the 

war-ravaged Somme town of Villers-Bretonneux. This included the feeding of 200 children. 

In 1920, when she and Fred were both 43 they moved to London and married. She had no children. 

Always primarily a campaigner, she wrote a number of books, among them Safe Marriage, a 

contraceptive and prophylactic manual for women which was banned in New Zealand in 1923, but 

was published in Britain and Australia. She was a contemporary of two other family planning 

pioneers, Margaret Sanger (1879-1966) in the USA and Marie Stopes (1880-1958) in Britain.  
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In 1936 after the breakup of her marriage she returned to New Zealand for the first time since her 

departure in 1916. On a trip to Rarotonga she died of a self-administered overdose of quinine on 17 

September 1936 aged 59. She was buried in the graveyard of the London Missionary Society church 

(now the Cook Islands Christian Church) at Avarua (pictured below). 

 

  

Safe Marriage was published in 

1922. 

 

Ettie in London after the war with 

her faithful Remington. 



6 
 

.   

The obituary from the Evening Post 

19 September 1936 pays greater 

attention to her typing skills than to 

her ówelfare methods for the troopsô 


