A Visual History Of Boston’s Combat Zone
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A Puritan City s Experiment In Adult Entertainment

ROBERT.MONTALVO/FLICKR

BOSTON — When bulldozers demolished seedy Scollay Square in the
midcentury to make way for Government Center, city planners
worried the sex shops and peep shows would seep into Back Bay. To

= keep the unmentionable away, Boston tried a radical experiment: The
edge of Chinatown was designated an adult entertainment district.
Police looked the other way.

It became known as the Combat Zone, but it was never as dangerous
as urban legend would have us believe. A real-estate boom and a
crackdown on crime, in the 1970s and 80s, eventually pushed the
pretty girls and peddlers away. By WBUR s Andrew Phelps.



http://hubbub.wbur.org/people/aphelps
http://twitter.com/andrewphelps

Listen: Howard Yezerski describes
this 1968 photograph by Jerry Berndt

sion voted this month "to - set
aside. ‘two ‘downtown blocks,

dubbed the “Combat Zone,” for|
adult entertainment and to fight
its’ spread elsewhere in the city.

A spokésman sgid city fathers
were resigned.to the idea that|
sex entertainment ‘would cons
tinue to be & fixture in-Boston
and thus would confine 'their|
efforts .to-containing it rather
than tljring to snuff”it out. |
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Listen: John Goodman describes his
1978 photograph, The Schlitz Boys
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A *Pornography: shabby
front for big industry




“o" h" sec.
alk through the .tou‘g‘
m;lr“akg‘ aan‘;" big city—Bo':.ton s Oclg?nbs?:
Zone," Baltimore's “Blolsl;;" ‘l:g:.;‘ ‘serd.
i rter,”” or
w!.‘;er;;t:’ ?;nad Street arca. Sooner or later
you'll come across it.

The stores are generally shabby.ﬁ .l;‘oi},eé
in-the-wall aﬁ‘airsl.l Diarsg x’i‘rl\dﬁ:‘:m‘ King
ceilings, bare walls, N
ribute to an alleylike atmosp .
t The people who come and go—the b;owlsn
ers and the buyers—are mostly me .thc
one corner, on an elevated plat(o:'on:n 8
cashier Joversces the potential cu;n omere:
No one talks. No one looks at any

Silence reigns.
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Peep shows — the newest form of
pornography in Boston — are "'pop-
Ping up like dandelions n spring,"
according to City Hall, and officials *
are hustling to cut off the Crop before
It gets out of hand,

Several ““adult" bookstores in the
city’s “"Combat Zone' now are featur-
Ing coin-operated movie machines.
Recently, at least one such bookstore
on Charles Street on Beacon Hill, and
another on Massachusetts Avenue In
the Back Bay, also began advertising
X-rated peep shows with large win-
dow signs.

This latest development on the Hub
POTNMO Scene Is a direct result of recent
court findings that the Massachusetts
law governing the Issuance of theater

and entertainment licenses (s uncon-
“stitutichal,

JOHN GOODMAN

There is a strong sense of “anyvthing
goes’ in the area and a tacit uqder-
standing that the police were to dnrgct
their law enforcement efforts outside

the zone,
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Fight on Pornography, Mired in Confusion, Lags Across ation

By JAMES P. STERBA
Special to The New York Times

DENVER Nov. 25—Pornog
raphy is flourishing nation
wide 17 months after the|
United States Supreme Cou
unable to define nationall
what is obscene, told local com
munities to decide obscenit
questions for themselves.

- The chief problem is thaty

local communities, including|
SR their judges, cannot decide
S Cither.
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In Boston, the Zoning Commission set aside on Nov. 14 a downtown area called the
“Conibat Zone,” for adult entertainment. Above is part of the two-block area.

el ot LI LS L e T

A\. me?d b |
o NCA K S § !
R R T

In considering zoning, New York had two working plans ROSWELL ANGIER
to study. N
A Detroit ordinance dispersed or “zoned out” adult
entertainment activities, The alternative was Boston. That
city adopted the European concept of red-light districts
and “zoned In" jts adult entertainment district, But Bos-
ton's combat zone, as it is called, has been recently plagued

by violence. In Detroit, city officials have been generally
pleased with the results of zoning. Since the Detroit ordi-
nance was enacted, only a handful of new adult bookstores
and theaters have opened, Others have closed voluntarily.
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Missing Wallet Stirs Fight

The Harvard footbhall team was hav-
ing its annual post-season banquet at
the Harvard Club on Nov. 15. After
the dinner, more than 40 of the colle-
gians went on to the Combat Zone.
[.eaving a place called the Naked i at
the 2 A.M, closing, thev encountered
several women who reached enticingly
into their van.

They left after being rebuffed, the
police said, but one of the students
noticed that his wallet was missing and
they gave chase. Three men stepped
out of the shadows and stabbed two
of the youths. One of the Harvard stu-
dents, Andrew Puoppolo, has been in
a coma since, stabbed in the heart.

The police began to saturate the area.
The Herald American, a Hearst paper,
wrote that the ‘‘city responded with
a shudder,” and began extensive cover-
age of the juicy Combat Zone story.
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Move Called a Failure

On Monday, declaring the attempt
to isolate the sexual activity a failure,
Police Commissioner Joseph M. Jordan
and county prosecutors met to plan
a new crackdown, using the liquor laws
and the District Altorney’s major viola-
tors unit, set up last spring to deal
with racial violence.

The concept hehind Boston’s zone,
which clustered the X-rated businesses
together, is somewhat different from
the zoning being proposed in New Yerk
City, which attempts to keep the activi-
ty away from residential neighbor-
hoods and spread it out.

The Boslon area is filled with strip
tease bars, manyv of them, according
to their neon marquees, “world fa-
mous.” X-rated movie houses, photo
galleries in book stores selling various
devices, including life-sized inflatable




Lights Going Up Again in Boston’s Theater Distric

MARK LENNIHAN/AP

Photographs used with permission from the artists.

WBUR’s Lisa Tobin co-produced and edited this story.

Related Links:

e Radio Boston: Vancouverism In Boston & Revisiting The 'Zone'
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http://www.radioboston.org/shows/2010/02/19/vancouverism-in-boston-revisiting-the-zone/
http://www.howardyezerskigallery.com/current_exhibits/CombatZone.html
http://disqus.com/

