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For years they have contented themselves with needlepoint and jam-making, but recently two 

members of Hampshire's Women's Institute added a rather more risqué activity to their lives - 

curb crawling. 

Jean Johnson and Shirley Landells have been prowling the streets of Southampton as part of a 

study into the dangers of prostitution, and yesterday they took their research to another level. 

The pensioners began a global fact-finding mission which will see them tour the red light district 

of Amsterdam and visit a "bunny ranch" in America dubbed "the best little whorehouse in the 

western world". 

After that, they will head across to New Zealand to learn how girls there run their own mini-

brothels. 

Mrs Johnson, 62, and Mrs Landells, 73, aim to talk to prostitutes to see how the profession 

operates. 

When they return they will brief WI members on their findings and submit them as part of a 

campaign to legalise prostitution and provide greater protection for working girls. 

Mrs Johnson, a housewife from the leafy village of Four Marks, Hants, admitted that she 

expected the trip to be "quite an eye-opener". She added: "I'm prepared to be very shocked by 

what I see." 

Mrs Landells, who joined the WI 40 years ago, said: "I joined up to get involved with jam-

making and craftwork and never thought I would ever be doing anything like this. 

"It's an issue that nobody seems to talk about - certainly nobody in the WI - but it's so important 

that we look out for the health and safety of these girls. 

"I really am the least likely person to be visiting brothels - I'm very conventional I suppose. I 

imagine I may well be quite upset about things I see. 

"I don't think it will be an easy trip but I think prostitution will always exist and someone has to 

stick their head above the parapet and confront these issues - I just didn't think it would be me." It 

was October last year when Mrs Johnson proposed that Hampshire WI should launch a campaign 

to legalise council-run brothels. 



More than 200 groups across the county, containing 7,000 members, backed the motion and their 

campaign has been gathering momentum. 

At their spring conference this week, Mrs Johnson, of Holybourne WI near Alton, announced her 

plans to travel the world with Mrs Landells, a widow and member of Cheriton WI near 

Winchester. 

She said: "We're going to Amsterdam to see the red light district and talk to brothel owners and 

hopefully some girls and we're then off to Nevada where they have a bunny ranch. Neither of us 

have ever been to a brothel before or the red light district or spoken to brothel owners or 

prostitutes so it will be quite an eye-opener." 

Mrs Johnson, whose 64-year-old husband Tony is a retired airline pilot, added: "Shirley and I 

recently went kerb crawling in the most horrendous areas of Southampton and we saw some girls 

on the street and it was heartbreaking. 

"Surely it's better to know these women are safe? These girls deserve help and the most important 

things are their safety and giving them access to health care." 

Their campaign has sparked lively debate, gaining support from Portsmouth's Catholic bishop. 

However, it has been condemned by Sarah McCarthy-Fry, the Labour MP for Portsmouth North. 

She said: "I think it's totally the wrong message. If we just say it's always gone on and it always 

will so let's make it legal, that's copping out. 

"We need to be much more robust about people trafficking and there are discussions going on at 

the moment about that." 

 


