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or an entire century, laws in the majority of U.S. states required a blood test for marriage 
license applicants. The tests were meant to identify people with conditions formerly 
designated as “venereal diseases,” most importantly, gonorrhea and syphilis; the legal 
measures that required them were labeled “eugenic marriage laws.” They followed a 
rationale that was common to much of eugenic lawmaking: to prevent damage to future 
generations and decrease the social welfare costs related to “unfit” children.  

Exposure to VD before birth could lead to blindness, deafness, crippling bone conditions 
and numerous skin diseases. Even more ominously, thousands of children were stillborn 
or died in utero because their mothers were infected. Eugenists traced the diseases of 
infancy to the bad habits and bad heredity of their parents. Infections passed down from 
mother to child were thought just as amenable to eugenic prevention as conditions passed 
down via the germ cells. A regimen of eugenic marriage certificates was considered “the 
most practical way promptly to accomplish the eugenic purpose,” and “establish a system 
of eugenic self-protection.”1 The “science of good birth” promised to save innocent infants 
from the errors of their parents. 

Dr. Frank Lydston, a ferocious champion of prevention in the name of eugenics, advocated 
for marriage regulation in 1906. He prescribed marriage certificates for both brides and 
grooms, and examinations that would embrace the physical and “moral qualifications” of 
candidates, and establish “severe penalties” for “infectors of the innocent.”2  “Society,” said 
Lydston, “begins its self-contamination at the marriage license window.”3 
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Mary Teats, the “national purity evangelist” 
of the Woman’s Christian Temperance 
Union, quickly cast her lot with eugenics. 
Teats criticized “the depravity of present day 
immorality in its naked ugliness,” and argued 
for abolition of prostitution and a reform 
of sexual relations so that every child had 
“the right to a perfect birth,” unmarred by 
infections passed down by unclean parents.4  
To advance her vision, Teats founded the 
Chicago Correspondence School of Gospel and 
Scientific Eugenics.5 Lydston and Teats were 
just two among many supporters of eugenic 
marriage legislation. The earliest state law, 
requiring tests of men only, was adopted in 
Washington in 1909. 

Government Certified Eugenics

Eugenic marriage enthusiasts found a champion 
in Homer Terrill. Terrill’s perfect score on the 
official mail carrier’s test made a name for 
him in his hometown of Iola, Kansas. A bout 
with typhoid fever sent him to Battle Creek, 
Michigan, where he took up residence at Dr. 
John Harvey Kellogg’s Sanitarium to recover, 
and likely heard one of Kellogg’s regular lectures 
on eugenics. 

Terrill later moved to Chicago to work for 
the Chicago Northwestern Railway Co.6  
Hometown commentators predicted that 
Terrill would soon “ascend the scale of 
positions and land something of prominence.” 
Their predictions seemed prescient when 
he moved to Washington, D.C., for a job as 
a clerk to the chief architect in the Treasury 
Department.7  There Terrill approached Dr. 
Rupert Blue, surgeon general of the Public 
Health Service—then a division of Treasury 
— to request a “eugenic examination” in 
preparation for marriage. Blue, a stalwart of 
the eugenics creed, favored health certificates 
for both men and women before marriage, as 

well as laws that would allow the compulsory 
sterilization of “defectives.”8  

Blue picked three Public Health Service 
physicians to “put Terrill through the most 
approved line of investigation known to the 
modern science of eugenics.”9  Terrill was 
“weighed, measured, thumped on the chest, 
stethoscoped and put through violent physical 
exercises for heart defects,”10  before the 
doctors unanimously decided to award him the 
first eugenic marriage certificate granted by the 
U.S. government. 

Terrill earned other headlines when he and his 
bride wrote their own marriage vows, omitting 
the traditional line to “love, honor and obey” in 
favor of more “equitable” promises, and equal 
rights to both marriage partners.11  Papers 
across the country repeated the details of the 
“eugenic courtship” and eventual marriage 
between Terrill and his bride Belle Reed. 

Terrill served in the Marine Corps during 
World War I, went to college and law school, 
and settled with his wife in California as a 
hearing examiner for the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service. After 13 years of 
marriage, the couple mused on their trail-
blazing story. It was all a matter of “forgetting 
family trees,” said Mrs. Terrill, “and placing your 
happiness in the hands of science.” Homer was 
the first and only person to win a government 
issued eugenic certificate, she said. “Soon 
after word of our marriage became public, 
the government was flooded with requests 
for physical examinations for that purpose, 
but a decision was reached which prevented 
any more of them.”12  Sadly, and despite their 
eugenic goals, the couple’s only child died in 
infancy.

The last state legislation traced to the old 
“eugenic marriage laws” was repealed in 2008.
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