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This book is dedicated to Norma Hotaling, 1951–2008.

Norma was a beacon of hope and courage… an extraordinary woman who transformed her tragic experiences in prostitution into a mission of social justice for those who had been trafficked and victimized in prostitution.
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PROLOGUE

Unfortunately, power is something that women abjure once they perceive the great difference between the lives possible to men and women, and the violence necessary to men to maintain their positions of authority.

— CAROLYN HEILBRUN,
WRITING A WOMAN'S LIFE

STEFA THOUGHT SHE WAS GOING to clean hotel rooms in Paris. Instead the sixteen-year-old Moldovan, who had just graduated from high school, was sold to a trafficker by her best friend's boyfriend. Under the cover of darkness, she was smuggled into Serbia and taken to an apartment building outside Belgrade to be broken. Weeks later, she was stripped naked, paraded on a stage in front of a dozen men, and auctioned off like an animal. She was purchased by an Albanian pimp and a few days later smuggled into Italy. She walked the streets of Mestra, a town outside Venice, wearing cheap makeup, a short skirt, a low-cut halter, and stiletto heels. Throughout the night, men and women drove by in their cars, rolled down the windows, and shouted, “Whore!” But no one ever stopped to ask if she needed help, she recounted when we spoke at a safe house. Nor did any of the johns who put money down for her bother to look into her pleading eyes. To them, she was just a prostitute, their property for an hour.

One night, after yet another beating for not making enough money, she summoned up the courage to bolt from her captor.

THE PHOTO IN THE ROMANIAN PASSPORT was of a timid, happy nineteen-year-old. A warm smile radiated from a round, innocent face, and her eyes sparkled with the excitement of youth. Two years later, Svetlana was unrecognizable. Sitting on a wooden bench in a police station in the town of Ferrazaj, Kosovo, near the Macedonian border, she was almost catatonic, staring blankly at a small, brown teddy bear clutched in her trembling hand. An hour earlier, she had been rescued from a brothel.

Svetlana had been trafficked to the war-torn region for the express use of UN peacekeepers and support personnel. As a police officer tried in vain to get her to respond to his questions, I noticed numerous reddish-blue welts along the backs of her arms and legs. They were cigarette burns — one for each time she balked at taking on another john. Clearly, she had been tortured. A gauze bandage covered her left wrist. She had attempted suicide.

IRINI PENKINA WAS BROKEN after one week. She was beaten and raped repeatedly by her pimp, “ seasoning ” her for the scores of johns who would line up to use her body for their sexual pleasures and perversions. For the next several months, the twenty-three-year-old Belorussian woman serviced truckers and bankers, cops and sex tourists. After each encounter, she stood weeping in the shower, trying obsessively to scrub away the filth with a bar of soap. Some nights she refused to work. For her insubordination, she was beaten, thrown to the floor, and degraded anally by her pimp and his cohorts, to remind her who was boss.

When Irini had answered an ad for a job in a foreign land, she thought she was signing on to work as a waitress. Instead she was imprisoned in a dank apartment with three other trafficked women — a Moldovan, a Bulgarian, and a Ukrainian. Any fool entering her bedroom could tell instantly she didn't want to be there. Her face said it all. But the seemingly endless stream of johns scurrying in at all hours of the day and night saw her as nothing more than a Slavic whore. No one ever offered her any help. No one ever responded to her screams. Then one evening she locked herself in the washroom and hung herself with a pair of black pantyhose.

This tragic event took place in an apartment in Thessalonica, Greece, directly across the street from a police station. Irini Penkina died alone in the cradle of democracy.

BEFORE I SET OUT to research and write my previous book, The Natashas, on the trafficking of young women and girls into the international sex trade, I had never really thought much about prostitution. Like so many men, I had been programmed from a young age to accept all the lame excuses I'd heard about the flesh trade: that these women were making money the easy way, on their backs; that it was all about sex and no one was being hurt; that the women chose to be in this so-called profession. Throughout my adult life, I had listened to men and women parrot the adage that prostitution is the world's oldest profession. However, after hearing many such chilling personal accounts as those of Stefa, Svetlana, and Irini, detailing the horrors that women and girls — as well as young boys — are forced to endure night after night all around the world, I have concluded that prostitution is the world's oldest oppression. No group in society is so victimized, so brutally terrorized and abused, as the women and children who are trapped in the vicious cycle of prostitution. And what is so baffling is this exploitation continues to be one of the most overlooked human rights abuses on the planet today.

In my research for The Natashas, I spoke to dozens of prostituted women. Their heart-wrenching stories — of rape, gang rape, torture, maiming, murder, and coercion to perform acts they were ashamed of — ripped into my conscience. I could see in their eyes the terror of the nightmares they'd survived. I could feel the deep sadness of their souls, and I could hear the shame and humiliation in their voices. And I wondered why none of the men who had used these women could see, feel, or hear these things too. I guess it was because they simply came for sex. They paid for it, got it, and left relieved. For them the woman was nothing more than an orifice and a pair of breasts, provided for their gratification.

Over the past two decades, there has been a global explosion in the numbers of johns venturing out for paid sex with young women and children. According to the U.S. State Department's 2008 Trafficking in Persons Report, more than eight hundred thousand hapless human beings are trafficked worldwide every year as slaves, and most are young women earmarked for the international flesh trade. They join an estimated 10 million women and children ensnared in sex markets around the globe. Most prostituted women report servicing an average of five clients a day; some see upwards of twenty. Extrapolate from this the number of men purchasing sex on a daily or nightly basis worldwide, and the total is staggering.

The State Department report also notes that the trafficking of human beings is the third highest money-making operation for organized crime behind the sale of illegal drugs and weapons. The crime of trafficking in humans nets criminal syndicates worldwide more than 12 billion dollars a year.

What we are witnessing today is nothing less than international sexual terrorism against women and children at the hands of men, and little is being done to stop the carnage.

Numerous studies have tried to identify the reasons women get involved in the flesh trade. Poverty, chronic unemployment, domestic violence, and drug addiction top the list of root causes. Academics also cite the complex inner workings of globalization and the repressive economic policies instituted by international banks, which require impoverished nations to make drastic structural adjustments in their budgets, changes that force them to cut back on crucial social programs and safety nets. Dire or poor economic conditions, together with a weakened or nonexistent social safety net, drive more and more women out of their homelands to seek jobs abroad. The harsh immigration policies of Western nations are another key factor, for they help position human traffickers as major players on the global migration scene. The increasing subjugation, objectification, and commodification of women and girls in today's societies also contribute to this scourge. The millions of young women and children who are driven from their homes only to be entrapped in the traffickers’ web of prostitution betray the dark side of globalization, these academics point out.

Having seen firsthand the degradation and humiliation suffered by so many trafficked women, and having read the studies, surveys, and findings about the flesh trade, I have come to this unwavering realization: prostitution — all prostitution — is not about choice. If anything, for the overwhelming majority of women ensnared in the trade, it is the ultimate act of desperation. It is survival sex.

But when society sees these women, it chooses to view them as social pariahs, the perpetrators of seedy, immoral acts, unworthy of compassion or understanding. These women are accused of taking the easy way out, eschewing hard work and luring otherwise upstanding family men, businessmen, community leaders, and others into debauchery and deceit. I've come to realize that society's attitude toward the world of prostitution is laden with hypocrisy and double standards. While the women are stigmatized with terms laced with opprobrium and distaste — prostitutes, hookers, whores, harlots, and sluts — the users of prostituted women are benignly tagged clients, patrons, customers, and johns.

Yet it is these very men who are at the root of the problem. Men are the users and abusers of prostituted women and children. It is their demand for paid sex that is creating huge profits for crime networks worldwide and incentives for traffickers, pimps, brothel owners, and porn producers to entrap more and more victims.

In economic parlance, women are the commodity; they are on the supply side of the equation. Embedded on the supply side are the push factors — extreme poverty, lack of education, and the eternal yearning of desperate human beings to improve their lot in life. On the demand side of the equation are the men. And in demand are three key letters: m-a-n. Without men, there would be no demand. There would be no supply, either: it would not be profitable for pimps and criminals to stay in this business if platoons of men weren't prowling side streets in search of purchased sex — male buyers who are willing to close their eyes and shell out fifty or a hundred dollars for a few minutes of physical bliss while deepening the misery of countless women and children.

The stark reality is that little will be done to stop this insanity until men start taking responsibility for their actions, until men realize that they are the problem and that global sex slavery exists because of their insatiable demand and duplicitous behavior. Yet in most discussions, reports, and research on this calamity, they — the ultimate consumers of prostituted women — are largely ignored. They are the missing link. The Johns will explore this crucial, little known link in the chain of prostitution and human sex trafficking.
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WELCOME TO

JOHNS WORLD

The Lord told me it's flat none of your business.

— THE REVEREND JIMMY SWAGGART TO HIS CONGREGATION
AFTER HIS ARREST FOR SOLICITATION

ON DECEMBER 6, 2007, Dan Jacober arrived at the Hilton Hotel in Portland, Oregon, to meet a girl named Haley. Haley had posted an ad on Craigslist, describing herself as a twenty-something, blond sorority girl in town for a night and “not afraid to try anything.” Jacober called, looking for “an hour's worth of fun.” He asked her to wear black panties. They agreed on $150.

In late February 2008, David Phillips showed up at a hotel to consummate a date that he too had set up online.

Glendale James didn't bother with technology. He simply approached a woman working the street and offered her $10 for oral sex.

Frank Milio was a bit more generous. He sought oral pleasures as well but had twice the budget.

And on May 12, 2008, Philip Haltom got the shock of his life when his Internet liaison turned out to be a cop.

Each of these men was hoping to get lucky. But this time, for each of them, luck was nowhere in the picture. All five were arrested for solicitation as part of an undercover sting operation, and all had to face the humiliation of being outed as horny, cash-paying johns.

Their friends and family were likely shocked. Their coworkers were probably just as stunned. And they themselves no doubt cursed the moment when they gave in to their yearnings and offered to “pay for play.”

But just who are these men? What kinds of lives do they lead? What made them do it? Were they first-timers or veterans? The details are sparse — as they usually are for johns — but what we do know is that they had nothing in common apart from their recourse to paid sex.

Dan Jacober is actually Sergeant Dan Jacober, a sixteen-year veteran of the Sherwood City Police Department.

David Phillips, an architect by profession, is a member of the New Brighton City Council.

Glendale James is a Chicago sanitation employee who got caught just ten minutes after he punched in at the start of his 6:00 a.m. shift.

Philip Haltom is the Reverend Philip Haltom, a fifty-two-year-old father of four who is the pastor at the Hinsdale Trinity Presbyterian Church just outside Chicago.

And Frank Milio, from Tampa Bay, Florida… well, he is a case study unto himself. He is probably one of the oldest on record. Milio is a ninety-three-year-old retiree.

EVERY DAY, MILLIONS OF JOHNS around the world step into their cars and set out in search of paid sex. They cruise the side streets looking for cheap thrills. They slink into massage parlors for a little “rub and tug.” They swagger into strip clubs for a lap dance and a beer and then adjourn to the “champagne room” for something à la carte.

Most of their sojourns remain clandestine. Most johns keep a tight lid on what they call a hobby. Those who boast do so with caution. For the majority of johns it's a private matter, not something they talk about or easily admit. Few are proud of what they do, though many argue that it's perfectly natural. And… they get away with it. They remain on the sidelines while the women provide the public face of prostitution. Once in a while, though, the curtain goes up, and the public catches a glimpse of who these johns really are.

Increasingly across North America and elsewhere, law enforcement is cracking down through undercover stings. In the course of a few hours, scores of men are rounded up for unwittingly propositioning an undercover cop. But the stings aren't limited to the bars and streets. Now, more than ever, they're following the demand. The marketplace of choice in many corners of the world is the nebulous, not-quite-anonymous web of sex online. Men on the hunt for purchased sex stalk Web sites and discussion boards that offer photographs, ads, and tips. The men come across ads — like twenty-something Haley's — offering all manner of fun for the right wad of cash. Who may be at the other end, though, is anyone's guess. If the john is lucky, she's legit. If not, he's caught.

The result is a daily stream of arrest sheets and mug shots, often posted online for the world to see. Their disheveled, hapless faces express humiliation and shame, or show a lack of emotion altogether. Many look angry, others annoyed, likely perturbed that they let themselves get nabbed. But that's to be expected. What is more of a surprise is that there is really no such thing as a typical john.

Few of them look like what most people imagine men who purchase sex to be: awkward, creepy loners fixated on porn before heading out for something more real. To the contrary, many of these men look like very ordinary guys. Some are average-looking. Others are handsome. Some are young — as young as fourteen — others are in their twenties and thirties, sixties and seventies, even, as we saw, nineties. They are stockbrokers, plumbers, doctors, professors. They're also lawyers, judges, Boy Scout leaders, and accountants. Sometimes, they're men in uniform — soldiers, sailors, international peacekeepers, cops — and other times they're men of the cloth. Sometimes they're sorry, and many times they're not.

And though busted johns get named and shamed, the stories of their arrests barely make a ripple. It is only when a marquee headliner is nailed that the public sits up and takes notice.

IN OCTOBER 1987 a man who called himself Billy emerged from the Travel Inn Motel on Airline Highway, west of New Orleans. On his arm was a “working girl” from Louisiana who went by the name Debra Murphee. Billy had picked up Debra on one of the local hooker strolls, paid her no more than twenty dollars for oral sex, and then snapped pictures of her posing on the mattress.

Four months later, Billy came clean, live from a pulpit — in front of millions of people. Billy was Jimmy Swaggart, king of the TV bible-thumping hill, who raked in more than $150 million a year from his telecasts, which drew 8 million viewers weekly. On February 21, 1988, Swaggart stood before his parishioners and contritely begged for forgiveness: “I have sinned against you, my Lord, and I would ask that your precious blood would wash and cleanse every stain until it is in the seas of God's forgetfulness, never to be remembered against me anymore.” The tears flowed. His flock sat in stunned silence. He was promptly suspended for a year by the Assemblies of God.

To those who had followed his teachings — and his public sermons — this dalliance was a lapse in judgment of monumental proportions, for Swaggart had single-handedly orchestrated the downfall of two other Assemblies of God ministers for sexual indiscretions. In 1986 Swaggart pounded the pulpit, exposing minister Marvin Gorman's adulterous affair with a parishioner. A year later he took delight in accusing televangelist Jim Bakker of having doped and raped his twenty-one-year-old secretary. He didn't mince words. Even after Bakker resigned, Swaggart denounced him as a “cancer in the body of Christ.”

Just months after his public apology, and in defiance of his suspension, Swaggart sauntered back into his church and told his parishioners that he was acting on orders from a higher authority. Swaggart claimed that God had come to him in a dream and told him, “If [you] do not return to the pulpit this weekend, millions of people will go to hell.” Convinced that the preacher man was not truly repentant, the Assemblies of God elders defrocked him.

But old habits die hard. On October 11, 1991, several years after he had returned to preaching, Swaggart was pulled over by the California Highway Patrol in the town of Indio. He and his white Jaguar had attracted attention for driving erratically on the wrong side of the road. Swaggart wasn't alone. When the police turned to the woman sitting beside him to ask why she was there, she replied, “He asked me for sex. I mean, that's why he stopped me. That's what I do. I'm a prostitute.”

This time, rather than offer another display of contrition, Swaggart told his congregation that he had had a one-on-one conversation with Jesus. According to Swaggart, “the Lord told me it's flat none of your business.”

APART FROM THE OCCASIONAL media story about johns — about the street sweeps, cyber-stings, and fallen celebrities — we know very little about the men who fuel prostitution, who they are and why they do what they do. Though some get nabbed, the vast majority don't. They know the risks and the ways around them. They are also well attuned to the different facets of the trade and understand full well that some venues are more tolerated than the street scene.

While studies on prostituted women could fill a small library, research on johns can be stuffed into a briefcase. The past decade has seen a handful of studies on johns, but most are very basic, revealing census-type data: age, marital status, education, annual salary, type of employment. Surveys usually ask the men how often they do it, and most try to get them to open up and explain why. The problem is that the johns either don't open up, or they do so in an exaggerated way that seems fueled primarily by ego.

Not surprisingly, johns have managed to remain in shadow on the periphery of prostitution. There are, however, two rich sources of information that can shed light on the secret lives of johns. The first of these goldmines is the women whom they pay for sex. The second is the one place where the johns feel truly safe.

Ask the Women

Ask any prostituted woman who her clients are, and she'll note that more than half wear a wedding ring or live with a partner. A lot of johns carry family photos in their wallets and talk at length about their lives at home. They banter proudly about their kids, about piano recitals and baseball games, and speak quite openly, often complaining, about their partners or wives. These women know precisely what motivates men to seek purchased sex on the sly. They've heard all the stories and excuses and listened to all the rants, rages, and tears.

There are the loners who have nonexistent love lives because they are shy and awkward around women. Some lack confidence or consider themselves unattractive. Others have difficulty establishing meaningful relationships. Many seek sex, but some seek something more, craving intimacy from a woman, even if it's bought. Some feel inadequate or under pressure to perform, so they seek sexual healing in a brothel.

Many johns are frustrated with their domestic situations, sometimes confiding that their sex lives have virtually dried up. Others are fed up with failed relationships or have simply decided that relationships aren't worth it. Paying for sex is their way of getting it without the costs or hassles of marriage or dating. The beauty of paid sex, as they see it, is that it is on their terms, when convenient, and whenever the urge strikes.

There are also the thrill-seekers who want the variety of something new and exciting in each encounter. Many are looking for a “different kind of sex”—the kind that they dare not ask of their girlfriends or wives. Others, turned on by racist stereotypes, want sex with “another kind of woman.” They chase “exotic” women based on skin color to feed fantasies — of hot Latinos and submissive Asians, wild Africans and sex-starved Slavs.

Some of the men see paid sex as a treat — a bonding ritual, for instance, during a night out with the boys. Often, it's wrapped up with machismo and ego — part and parcel, they believe, of being a man.

But there is another kind of john — the kind that gets excited by the image of the “dirty whore.” For him, the whore is a turn-on. She represents a femininity that is vile and evil. These men hate women. In their deluded minds, all women — no matter their age, profession, or station in society — are whores. Whatever psychological hang-ups this kind of john harbors toward women, he takes it out on those he rents. For him the woman is not there for the sex. She's there to be used, demeaned, and abused. This john — the most dangerous kind — carries around deep-seated rage, and the woman is his outlet.

One thing prostituted women know about johns that these men would rather keep under wraps is that most need to summon up their manhood before they set out on the hunt. They stir their libidos with porn and then fortify their nerve with booze — the women will tell you that most men arrive smelling of liquor. And the women say they are getting more middle-aged and senior johns who imbue their flaccid penises with renewed rigor by popping a little blue pill called Viagra.

The Internet

Many johns confide in the women they're with; many more come clean to one another on the Net. The Internet has become a one-stop shop for johns — a Yellow Pages directory, support group, and travel advisory rolled into one. It has allowed men who otherwise might not have spoken a word about their so-called hobby to break through the silence. They realize they're not alone. They can reach out and touch one another — from all corners of the globe — and take comfort in the knowledge that there are millions like them.

In the relative comfort of their homes and under the guise of a screen name, the johns share their reasons for wanting or needing paid sex, their fantasies, their escapades, their best and their worst. But they also rally around one another, offering comfort, validating each others’ feelings and fears, and valiantly defending their lifestyle against attack by outsiders or creeping feelings of guilt. In the process, this community of johns has created a brotherhood like no other. To join is free and it is available around the clock, accessible worldwide, and always willing to assist. The only requirement is having the mindset of a john. Anyone suspected of being a Christian troublemaker or feminist — as I learned during the research for this book — need not apply.

What this brotherhood reveals is that, when it comes to sexuality and prostitution, johns’ attitudes are remarkably consistent throughout the world. On these forums — whether in the U.S., Canada, Australia, or Europe — it quickly becomes apparent that the search for paid sex is all about entitlement, power, and control. What the john is looking for is a brief encounter where he can let go and freely express his most selfish desires. It doesn't matter whether he's with a high-priced call girl, a street-walker, or a stripper in a bar. His wants, needs, and desires reign supreme. He doesn't have to worry about anybody else's.

Michael Bader, a San Francisco psychotherapist who has studied the dynamics of sexual arousal for almost fifteen years and has treated dozens of men who find prostituted women irresistible, addresses the problem in an article entitled “Why Men Do Stupid Things: The Psychological Appeal of Prostitutes.” Bader writes that for the overwhelming majority of johns, “[T]he appeal lies in the fact that, after payment is made, the woman is experienced as completely devoted to the man — to his pleasure, his satisfaction, his care, his happiness. The man doesn't have to please a prostitute, doesn't have to make her happy, doesn't have to worry about her emotional needs or demands. He can give or take without the burden of reciprocity.

“Now, of course, these interactions are scripted,” Bader adds. “The prostitute is acting. But it doesn't matter. For men who like to go to prostitutes, the illusion of authenticity is enough.”

It's as if the john is producing a private porn flick: he writes the screenplay, directs, and stars. He can be mean, aggressive, de-meaning, or vulgar… or he can be pleasant and caring, perhaps playing the part of the tender boyfriend. But his role is not to please her or worry about her feelings. It's all about making him feel good.

Perhaps the best part for the john in this erotic encounter is that he is also the casting agent. He gets to audition countless hopefuls and choose his own supporting actress. She can play a nurse, a French maid, a high-school student, or a mean, foulmouthed, and controlling bitch.

For the duration of the liaison, the roles are clear. The john's role is most often that of master stud. The woman's is to make him feel special with whatever visual or sound effects she can muster. So if his script calls for moaning, she moans. If it calls for romance and TLC, she plays the girlfriend. For the entire encounter she has to make him feel as though he is the center of her universe; after all, he is paying.

Yet all that transpires is just that — acting. The man is buying an illusion, if only for a moment. Sadly, a lot of johns buy into the illusion and begin to believe it's real.

That, however, is but one of the perils. The pleasures may be plenty, but so are the risks. Some johns fall in love with the women they're paying; others fall for the lifestyle and believe they can never look back. Some sacrifice real relationships and families, while others never give themselves the chance to seek meaningful relationships. They may face embarrassment, of course, if they're exposed, but they also risk fines or jail time and all manner of disease. The more conscientious among them may even wake up to the cycle of exploitation they are fueling and have a hard time looking at themselves in the mirror.

But these perils are, for the most part, easily pushed into the furthest recesses of the john's mind. When it comes to right and wrong, most johns are color-blind: there's little room in red-light districts for shades of gray.

How Many Johns Are There?

Just how many johns might be prowling the streets on any given night is hard to calculate, but one thing is certain — they vastly outnumber the estimated ten million prostituted women and children worldwide, who, on average, service four to six men a day. There are numerous studies on how many men have purchased sex, but statistics differ significantly from country to country and culture to culture.

The highest rates are in Southeast Asia, with Thailand, Cambodia, and Japan leading the pack at more than 70 percent. Thailand receives an estimated 5.1 million sex tourists a year, and 450,000 locals buy sex every day.

In Europe, Spain has the highest numbers of men who have paid for sex, at 39 percent. In Germany, 18 percent of men pay for sex regularly. A German study found that 1 million prostitute users in that country buy women daily for sexual services. In Italy, 17 percent purchase sex regularly; in Switzerland, 19 percent; and in Britain, Finland, Russia, and Norway, it is anywhere from 10 to 14 percent. The 14 percent figure from a Dutch study is unexpectedly low, considering the extensive sex trade in the country and its officially liberal approach to prostitution. However, what was not considered is the high number of sex tourists that visit the country each year. In the United States, an estimated 16 percent of men have paid for sex on at least one occasion, and in the legal brothels of Victoria, Australia, prostituted women service approximately 3.1 million buyers per year from an adult male population of 1.3 million.

The difficulty with such statistics is that no one knows for certain what the actual numbers are, because most men will never admit to paying for sex.

What Men Do

Johns have remained the unexplored side of prostitution for a number of reasons. Most people have simply surmised there was nothing particularly unique about them or interesting enough to warrant in-depth research or analysis. Underlying this conjecture is a basic assumption: men who buy sex are just doing what men do. It has been widely accepted that there will always be a group of women available to satisfy men's biological needs. They are seen as a necessary evil, a sort of safety valve for when a man's sexual urge reaches critical mass. Set against the image of the prostitute — that vile temptress heaped with contempt and disgust — the man has been for the most part invisible and dismissible: a one-dimensional, usually anonymous, somewhat comical character ruled by the direction of his erection… in lighter contexts, a sort of mindless buffoon who thinks with his other head when his loins begin to stir. Yet this narrow, almost apologetic, and seemingly innocuous acceptance of johns has facilitated the largely uncontested, worldwide surge in men seeking paid sex.

In researching The Johns, I gleaned more than fifty Web sites in the United States, Canada, Britain, Ireland, Australia, and Europe in which men discuss their paid romps with prostituted women. I read more than five thousand posts on a wide range of issues written by these men. I also interviewed sixteen men who talked openly — but on condition of anonymity — about the reasons they seek paid sex. Collectively, the comments, rationales, and mindsets of johns paint a very disturbing picture and call out for an urgent and open debate on their behavior and its consequences.

It is time to stop looking at johns as a faceless footnote in what is now increasingly recognized as a very serious social problem. Men are the drivers behind prostitution. Their urges are at the core of the explosion of the global sex trade and the reason hundreds of thousands of women and girls are trafficked into sexual slavery every year. Johns may not be the most savory characters, the most likeable, or the most interesting, but it is impossible to tackle the myriad issues surrounding prostitution without taking a hard look at these men, at their character, actions, and motivations. This look must involve, above all, a rethinking of men's role in prostitution.



2


BOYS WILL

BE BOYS

Hard core is when you walk in… and the girls say your mongering name like “NORM!” on Cheers.

—SEXTON, A JOHN

FROM THE MOMENT OF MAN'S FIRST ERECTION, the male sex drive takes on an aura of almost mythical proportions, infused by centuries of lore and widely accepted views about men's entitlement to sex. Men need sex, the belief goes, to feel like real men, to amuse themselves, to let off steam, or as a diversion from the cares of life. The list of mindless excuses goes on and on, driven in part by legend masquerading as science. Even more disturbing is the belief that prostitution is an acceptable outlet for men's urges. In some cultures, prostitution is accepted as a means of sexual education, to help young men learn the mechanics of sex. For college boys in the West, it's an initiation into the world of macho men. For grooms-to-be, it's a last hoorah, as it is for geezers trying to recapture their youth. For average guys, it's a way to “get the hot babe,” and for celebrities and others it's a bit of sport on the side.

No wonder so many people see the buying of sex as harmless and even fun. This tacit tolerance is reflected in such mindless clichés as “boys will be boys” and “they're just sowing their wild oats.” It's as if men have been given some special dispensation — some sort of social, cultural, and biological right — and the number of supposedly intelligent people who have bought into this notion is astonishing. Even more astounding is the number of intelligent men who set off on the road to masculinity with a fistful of dollars.

Boys to Men

The passage of boys to men is marked in many different ways in societies throughout the world. In some, that passage begins when adolescent boys discover a little piece of physical gadgetry in their pants, and it may conclude with the boys’ initiation into the club of johns. Stories abound of brash young men venturing into brothels to rid themselves of the millstone called virginity. Rumor has it that John F. Kennedy — notorious for his sexual flings while president of the United States — lost his in a Harlem brothel “to a three-dollar hooker.” Authors Thomas Wolfe and Leo Tolstoy also did away with their virginity in brothels. Tolstoy was dragged into the room by his older brothers, and he wept at the side of the woman's bed after the deed was done. On the other hand, Wolfe was so taken with the experience that he remained a customer of brothels throughout his life.

In 1861, before he was proclaimed king of England, Edward VII lost his virginity to a prostituted woman in a tent while he was in Ireland training with the Grenadier Guards. The experience must have delighted him, because he never lost his appetite for women of the night. When visiting Paris, he frequented a notorious brothel called Le Chabanais, which had a room with his coat of arms emblazoned over the bed. The room also contained a large copper tub that he liked to fill with champagne to bathe in with his rented women. As the corpulent monarch aged and packed on the pounds, he had a special love seat installed where he could receive oral pleasures.

In an interview with the London Mirror in October 2004, British rock star Chris de Burgh, then fifty-six, admitted losing his virginity to a French woman when he was sixteen, but he acknowledged that he wasn't quite sure what was happening until they got to the bedroom. “This girl said, ‘Tu veux monter?’ I said, ‘OK,’ and we went upstairs. Then I suddenly realized I was in a brothel, and I was too scared to back out. I can't remember how much it cost, but I do know that I wasn't exactly the world's greatest stud,” he recounted years later. No doubt this tidbit from his early years might offer insight into his hit ballad “Lady in Red.”

To this day, frat boys delight in escorting their less-experienced brethren to brothels so they can “lose their cherries.” Trouble is, the first time for all these guys is invariably very, very short. Just ask Jerry Springer. In his autobiography, Ringmaster!, the king of American schlock television admitted he was still a virgin at seventeen when he entered Tulane University in New Orleans as a freshman. “I really knew very little about anything to do with sex. There was this place called Norma's. In the parlance of the era, it was a ‘House of Ill Repute.’ “

Springer's fraternity brothers were determined to show their newest members a rockin’ good time. “So here we are, ten pledges, and we've been seduced into this mansion, where inside we were just stunned to find an indoor pool with all these naked women sitting around. They figured we couldn't miss here. For ten dollars, which the fraternity paid, these women would take you upstairs. The guys just said: ‘Pick one and she's yours!’ Now no one wanted to admit that none of us had any idea what to do. So here we are, a bunch of young guys standing around and trying to act like we're in the know. So, with a deep breath, off I went…. About seven seconds later it was over,” Springer noted, about the same time it takes his live TV audience to chant: “Jerry! Jerry! Jerry! Jerry!”

But, of course, it's not just the future famous who throw off the shackles of virginity with a few crumpled bills. “I was in university and I was still a virgin at 21,” writes one ordinary guy who calls himself Donald online. “That was really bothering me. All the guys I knew were bragging about all the chicks they were doing, and I'm sitting in my room jerking off to porn. So I decided to use the hundred dollars my parents sent me to get myself a birthday present. I checked out the listings at the back of the newspaper, and before I knew it, I was no longer a virgin. I bragged to my buddies about this chick I scored, but I never told them she was a prostitute.”

Robert says he was twenty and doesn't regret the experience one bit. “All this crap about virginity being a ‘gift’ that I should give to someone I love, sorry I don't buy it. I'm 22 and have been to prostitutes only a few times. I'm not addicted, and what happens between me and her stays between me and her. And if I meet a girl and she wonders about my sexual past, I'll do whatever everyone else does: lie!”

Luke describes himself as an extremely shy Roman Catholic who believed in no sex before marriage. But when he hit his mid-forties, he was still single and still a virgin. He connected with a guy in an Internet chat room who talked him into doing something about it. “He explained that he too had been a virgin unable to find the right person to both accept and love him; so, eventually, he had gone and done it with a prostitute instead. This guy was a lot younger than me by around 10 years. He then started to criticize me… how can I be so old and still have not have lost my virginity yet? I think that's what got me tempted to go try in the first place. I don't wish to go into too much detail; but she was beautiful, half my age, and I was extremely shy and afraid. I was so afraid that even though I had an erection, I did not come no matter how hard she tried. I simply quit in sheer bitter disgust and frustration at myself; very politely I left. Looking back, all I can say is it was a VERY BIG MISTAKE!”

To Son… with Love!

If there is one tradition that rates as truly archaic, it has to be the age-old bonding ritual of a father initiating his son into manhood via the brothel. In a 2004 interview with Playboy magazine, three-time Oscar-winning movie director Oliver Stone revealed that, when he was in his midteens, his dad sent him to a prostitute to lose his virginity. Until that fateful day, Stone's life had been spent in an all-boys boarding school and boys-only summer camps, where he had almost no social contact with girls. So his father, a Wall Street financier, stepped in. “My father was a generous man and I love him to this day for it.”

Stone has fond memories of his first time. “For me it was great,” he told Playboy. And apparently he wasn't the first man in the Stone family to have taken this path to first-time intimacy with a woman. “There's a great tradition of that, I believe,” Stone said.

Leo is an alumnus of a British all-boys boarding school. When he graduated, his father dispatched him to a brothel. “I think he was worried I might be gay. I wasn't. I just didn't have the time or opportunity to meet girls. It was a strange experience and I might add, a very quick one. I learned where to put it and within a few moves, it was over and done with. I was too nervous to enjoy it. That was my first and last time going to a prostitute. I prefer intimacy, and that was simply mechanical. When I got home, my dad was beaming. Said he was proud of me. I didn't feel proud. I felt stupid.”

Picture it: a father looks up from his morning paper and asks his sixteen-year-old, “Son, have you had sex yet?”

The boy hesitates. “Not with anyone else…”

“I mean with a woman.”

The boy chokes on his juice and looks around fervently, fearful his mother might walk in.

“Well, son, it's time you became a man. Let's go for a drive. I'm taking you to a brothel.” The father's message is twofold: passage into manhood in this forum is seen as an accomplishment and, more alarmingly, if you have money, you have the power to buy a woman.

Hangin’ with the Boys

Stag parties the world over are notorious for paid hanky-panky. Whether revved up by big-screen porn fests or visions from yesteryear of a stripper jumping out of a cake, best men are routinely arrested by vice cops across North America while cruising hooker strolls in search of the evening's entertainment. For some men, there is nothing more best-manly than dispatching the groom into a washroom for a blow job.

“Me, my best man and three ushers all headed to the Dominican Republic for a wild weekend of debauchery,” boasts one man online. “We got these amazing-looking prostitutes and banged away. It was like a wild Roman orgy. We drank and we banged. We switched partners. It was great. I'll never forget it. Of course, I'll never tell my wife.”

For groomsmen, weddings are sometimes all about the stag party, one last go at their buddy's premarital freedom. Today the bachelor party has taken off like a red-hot rocket. “Stag tourism” is sweeping North America, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Europe as best men hook up with party-planning travel agencies offering unforgettable stag weekends. The lure of cheap booze and “exotic Eastern European strippers” has British, German, Italian, and Scandinavian stags swarming to Europe's sin capitals — Amsterdam, Berlin, Warsaw, Budapest, Riga, and Prague — for a weekend of prenuptial debauchery. In North America, stag-party planners offer their expertise in virtually every major city, with Las Vegas and Atlantic City cornering a hefty cut of the herd.

Colin boasted that the stag he hosted as best man took half a dozen buddies to Las Vegas. “It cost a total of $14,000 and it was worth every penny. We got the VIP treatment and front-ofthe-line service at every club we went to. The most incredible thing was the girls. Every one was a ten, a real knockout. They could have been Playboy centerfolds. We were treated like gods. When we left for home, we remembered an important word of advice: what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas!”

Norman was going to prove to the groom and all six of his buddies why he was the best man. He contacted a notorious tour agency in Riga, the capital of Latvia, to make all the arrangements and handle special requests.

“It wasn't cheap, but this was my mate's last weekend of freedom and the lads wanted him to go out in style. We were met at the airport by a white stretch SUV limo, and inside were two strippers who weren't the least bit shy. That evening we had a steak dinner with the wildest girl-on-girl sex show. Then it was off to a strip bar for some totally nude lap dancing. The groom groped enough breasts to get him through the next ten years of his marriage! It was a magnificent weekend of debauchery.”

But not all stag parties result in happy endings.

A British groom-to-be lamented that nine of his lads took him to Prague for a weekend stag. “It was like being in a porn feature. There were gorgeous prostitutes stripping for us and doing things to each other. We all got sloshed, and I ended up having sex with two of them. When I woke up, there was a woman sprawled naked in bed beside me. I couldn't believe what I had done. I got really upset and ashamed. I'd never done anything like this before in my life, and I thought if my fiancée ever found out that would be the end of us. My mates swore she would never hear of it, but she did. One of the guys told his girlfriend, who was to be a bridesmaid, and she just couldn't keep her mouth shut about it. My fiancée had a regular fit and called off the wedding.”

For Jeffrey, getting married meant making a commitment to be faithful to his bride-to-be. “I was deeply and truly in love with my fiancée. Then the lads took me out for my last night of freedom and it all changed. I don't remember much, I got so hammered, but a few days later I went to a doctor who told me I had an STI [sexually transmitted infection]. I was so ashamed of myself that I called off the wedding. I couldn't go through with it, knowing that I had been with a prostitute a week before taking my vows.”

Another time-honored bonding experience is the guys’ night out, and the venue of choice is a nudie bar. Men howl and hoot while swilling beer and stuffing dollar bills into the G-strings of strippers wrapped around brass poles. As the evening progresses and the mind-numbing effects of alcohol take hold, the lap dances kick in. A totally naked woman grinds on a man's lap until he either runs out of money or ejaculates in his pants. However, if the price is right, he will be invited to the “champagne room,” where the champagne may not be real but the sex certainly is. The men are asked to pay three hundred dollars a bottle, but what they're really paying for is the entertainment.
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