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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Only fifty years ago it was illegal for a man to look for or engage in any kind of sexual activity with another man anywhere, under any circumstances. If you were caught – or even if you were entirely innocent but in the wrong place at the wrong time – you could go to prison, lose your job, your reputation, your marriage, access to your children. Little more than thirty-five years ago that was still the case in Scotland and Northern Ireland. This is our recent history but perhaps it is understandable that many young people – gay or straight – are only dimly aware that the freedoms they take for granted were undreamt of only two generations ago and hard fought for by people little older than their parents.

         We believe it is a history that deserves to be told and retold often, in different ways and from fresh points of view. This book tells new stories from the long struggle for homosexual equality in Britain and accompanies the Channel 4 documentary of the same name. They were both commissioned to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the passing of the Sexual Offences Act that (partially) decriminalised male homosexual acts. This watershed Act coincided with the so-called ‘summer of love’ in July 1967 and formed part of an explosion of social reforms that changed British society forever. And yet, as we show, real change took at least another thirty years to happen and the story of homosexual equality is still incomplete.

         Like the equality story and the 1967 Act itself, the history we tell here is partial. It does not include lesbians, transgender people or those who resist being categorised by gender or sexuality. This is because its focus is the situation before, and the impact of, the relevant sections of the 1967 Sexual Offences Act which were specific to men. Historically, the law has impinged far less on women who love women; the target for discrimination was – for 120 years from the notorious 1885 Labouchère Amendment – men who loved men. It should also be noted that, though all the men we interviewed identify as gay and describe themselves as such, some also had satisfying sexual relationships with women earlier in their lives. This shouldn’t surprise us: human sexuality can be more fluid and more complex than we sometimes like to think.

         At the heart of the book are the intimate testimonies of more than twenty gay men, almost all of whom are telling their stories for the first time. None are familiar names from the front-line struggle for homosexual equality over the past fifty years: those pioneers already have their place in queer history. Nevertheless, each of our subjects played a small but significant part in that struggle and lived through some of its most tumultuous years. They were all deeply – some painfully – affected by it. The majority were interviewed during 2017, but to illustrate the early decades of the twentieth century we went back nearly thirty years to when I first began filming gay men and other transgressors of the narrow sexual mores of early twentieth-century Britain for the BBC2 series A Secret World of Sex. 

         So the early stories travel to the furthest shores of living memory, to men who recall double lives lived in the old world of strict sexual taboos, lifelong marriage, secret pleasures and harsh punishments for those who dared defy convention. This isn’t just a metropolitan story. We hear the voices of gay men from all over Britain who talk in depth about their guilt, fear and self-doubt, the lavender marriages, the cruel and ineffective ‘cures’, the public taunts and worse. Yet none of our subjects, who endured the worst that a disapproving society could hurl at them, emerge from their experience as victims: there is more pride here than pain, more humour than humiliation. The joy of discovering comradeship, sexual liberation and love lightens the darkest of times.

         One theme links many of the testimonies: that the rights enjoyed by gay men today were fought for and won in the face of official disapproval and opposition in almost every walk of life. Their stories reveal how the gay liberation movement, including the specialist press and campaign and support groups, played a vital role in winning the individual freedoms that underpin LGBT life in Britain today. The men’s stories track how, as so many disparate individuals and interest groups coalesced to join the fight for equality, something resembling a gay community grew in confidence and became more defiant, more public and more celebratory, squaring up to the devastating impact of AIDS in the 1980s and an intransigent government intent on further discrimination. Years of patient and professional lobbying interspersed with outlandish protests, and more than a few nice frocks, were finally rewarded thirty years after the 1967 Act with a new burst of long-overdue social reform.

         Another twenty years on, in 2017, we have seen the passing of ‘Turing’s law’ and an apparent closing of the book on the struggle for homosexual equality. With the battle all but won, it remained only for a present-day government to acknowledge its predecessors’ error in criminalising and stigmatising gay men with lifelong criminal records. Now that the most discriminatory of those homosexual offences had been removed from the statute book, and a legal means provided in 2012 for men to apply to have them expunged from the record, ‘Turing’s law’ would allow those estimated 50,000 ‘crimes’ to be officially pardoned, just as war cryptographer Alan Turing’s ‘gross indecency’ offence had been pardoned in 2013. Despite the best intentions (or perhaps not) of legislators, that’s not quite how it is turning out in practice, as we shall see.

         The book and television documentary are called Not Guilty because this expresses the heartfelt belief of many gay men that they were unjustly persecuted in the past for their sexuality and sexual identity and that a pardon – even if it were available to them – is neither welcome nor appropriate. For them there was no crime: they were entrapped by police agents provocateurs, convicted on false evidence or as a result of institutionalised prejudice. Rather than a pardon, an apology, as veteran campaigner George Montague argues here, would be in order. For all that tremendous progress has been made, the long shadow of homophobia is never far away.

         This is the prism through which this book views the experience of being a gay man in Britain from the first half of the twentieth century up to the present day, and this is what gives special significance to the testimonies of the men who recounted their life stories to us with such openness and honesty. They belong to the first generation who have felt able to talk publicly about their identity and experience. Their testimony contributes to a lesson from history for us all. 

         All but six of the interviews that appear here were conducted by me with a film crew. Invariably I met the person for the first time on the day of filming. I firmly believe that a life story is told with more authenticity and emotion if it is being relayed to you for the first time. Most of the interviews were conducted in a low light, helping to create a confessional atmosphere. My interview style has changed little since I began recording oral histories in the 1980s. The interviews are long – often two hours or more – and have a loose life story-based narrative structure, but they are informal and discursive, with a focus as much on feelings as facts. My aim is always to encourage the person I’m interviewing to forget about me and the camera and to relive the most important and dramatic moments of their life. The ‘how did you feel?’ question has become something of a cliché but it is still the one in my experience that evokes the most revealing, surprising and in-depth responses. The interviews are an emotional and often exhausting experience for us both but also, I hope, equally rewarding.

         To all the people in the book who shared their stories with me and Sue (who arrived with a digital recorder rather than a film crew) we owe a huge debt of gratitude. We were moved by their dignity, their honesty and their willingness to tell us their deeply personal stories. They did it because they share our passion that this is a history that needs to be told, retold and remembered. The story is still unfolding and there remain lessons to be learned.

         It is testament to the trust our interviewees placed in us and to the progress made over the years that it seemed to make no difference to them that we are both straight and coming at the subject as interested observers wanting to know more rather than people who are already parti pris. One of the most heartening things about recent LGBT history is that we have moved towards being a more tolerant society that values and celebrates sexual diversity. That nirvana of sexual equality first glimpsed in the summer of love has not yet been achieved. The lessons of 1967 warn us that there are unseen obstacles and risks ahead. In the meantime we’re proud to have helped document some remarkable stories of gay men whose courage, defiance and humanity have helped shape this new world.

         
             

         

         Steve Humphries

      

   


   
      
         

            ONE

            GEORGE

         

         George Montague is ninety-four, gay and a fighter. A past injustice dealt to him and to thousands of others still makes him mad. Throughout his nineties he has campaigned to right what he sees as a great wrong.

         In 1974 George was convicted of gross indecency in a public toilet. Men’s lavatories, or ‘cottages’, had for decades been places of assignation, risk and excitement for gay men, but they were something of a sanctuary too for many living in an otherwise hostile world.

         
            It was a meeting place. The only meeting place we could have. People must accept that in those days there was no internet, there was no gay bars, there was nothing. If you’re in a small country town, there was nowhere else that you could meet someone except forty miles away in London. Everybody that was gay went there. In those days there was never anybody in there except gay men. It was interesting because you met other people, and if you hadn’t got someone, you could meet a partner there. You didn’t do anything, you just loitered and used your eyes, and you were very careful not to do anything … There were never very many – two or three or four – but it made your day. You could relax … If you’re gay and you find it hard to accept and you wish you weren’t, sometimes that makes your day. It made my day.

         

         George didn’t make a habit of visiting public toilets to pick up men for sex. Cottaging wasn’t for him. He knew they were dangerous places where you were more likely to get picked up by the police than by a – potentially violent – partner. More pressing than the risk of arrest or a dodgy pick-up was the danger of others discovering his homosexual activities. He’d had a succession of covert monogamous relationships with men since his early twenties but to all outward appearances he was a happily married family man with three adored children. He ran a successful local business and was a county assistant commissioner with the Scouts, working with disabled young people. At fifty, George was a pillar of the community but he’d long been living a lie.

         This was to be a critical moment in his double life. On a whim he’d gone into a cottage he knew to have a bad reputation for police surveillance.

         
            I don’t know why. Maybe I was between boyfriends, I really can’t remember now, but for the first time ever I went to this notorious cottage. I knew all about it, I knew that people got arrested there. I knew there were provocateurs there, pretty young policemen dressed up. So I thought, well, not if I go into the cubicle. So I went into this cubicle, locked the door and I relaxed, reading the telephone numbers on the wall, which I wasn’t interested in but I had a big smile when I read, ‘My mother made me a homosexual’, and underneath someone else had written – clever guy – ‘If I gave her the wool would she make me one?’ Now, that sort of thing, if you are a homosexual, it cheers you up!

            But I was unlucky. The police were there, two of them in uniform. One lifted the other up and looked over the door. And just as they did that, unbeknown to me, the man next door had put his penis through a hole in the wall. And they knocked on the door and arrested us both! I hadn’t done anything, I was just sitting there fully clothed! They knew I was innocent. But it didn’t matter. They said, ‘What’s your name?’ I told them and they said, ‘Oh yeah, you’re on the list.’ The policemen told me I was on the queer list!

         

         Seven years had passed since the 1967 Sexual Offences Act partially decriminalised sex acts between men; another ten since the Wolfenden Committee first recommended relaxing the strict laws on homosexual acts dating back as far as the sixteenth century and hugely strengthened in the late nineteenth. Yet what should have been a major watershed in the slow evolution of homosexual equality in Britain appeared to have unleashed a new wave of persecution. George Montague’s was one of thousands of new convictions for homosexual offences, many on the flimsiest of evidence, in the decade following 1967.

         Following his arrest, George took legal advice. He could appear before a magistrate, where he’d probably be found guilty and it would all be over swiftly. Or he could opt for a crown court trial, where witnesses would be called and he would have to mount a defence, with all the attendant publicity. He was told that if he opted to go to trial, no jury would find him guilty on the evidence the police had against him. 

         
            ‘No,’ I said, ‘but everybody will know I’m gay.’ The solicitor said, ‘I’m afraid so. The evidence will be that you’re gay, but you weren’t guilty, you weren’t doing anything.’ I went away and thought about it, and I thought, no, this is not on, I can’t do this. [The publicity] would have finished me. I was running this business and employing men and boys as apprentices. In those days homosexuality was such an aberration. How could I let them know they were working for one? I couldn’t do that. That terrified me. Not only the men that worked for me, but everybody else. It was just such a… disgusting thing. [People then] didn’t accept it, couldn’t understand it. In those days it was impossible for a heterosexual person to get their head around two men loving each other. And I understood they couldn’t understand, so the only solution was to live a lie.

         

         To perpetuate the lie, he opted to appear before magistrates and was found guilty, just as he expected. But he managed to avoid the publicity he dreaded. Through his work with the Scouts he’d established good relations with local reporters and gambled on taking them into his confidence. Whether they took pity on him or whether there were bigger stories elsewhere that day won’t ever be known; either way there were no reporters to hear George’s case.

         
            I told them I was gay and I’d been caught. I didn’t know what to expect but they weren’t in court and there was nothing in any of the local papers, so nobody knew. I was fined and convicted of gross indecency and I just shrugged my shoulders and thought, well, it’s inevitable, almost every gay gets caught eventually.

         

         George believes that feeling of resignation soon became ingrained in him, and was all too common in those of his generation convicted under similar circumstances. It was par for the course.

         
            Us gay people learn to live with and accept and shrug our shoulders and say, ‘Ah well, never mind. We’re all right now, we’ve never had it so good now. Why should we worry?’ But we still have criminal convictions. It’s still there … How can it be a crime for a man to love another man? It’s now accepted. It wasn’t accepted in my day.

         

         George believes that many of the convictions were unjust.

         
            It was so underhanded and unfair. Cruel. It caused people to commit suicide. The police went out of their way to catch you. They picked the youngest, best-looking policeman in the station, not gay, not in uniform, and they’d send him in [to the toilets] and he would smile at the ones in there and tempt them. And that to my mind is as despicable as it could possibly be. It was totally wrong and if it’s totally wrong then we deserve an apology.

         

         He is thinking of the men like himself, who have borne the stain of an unfair conviction for much of their long lives. But this isn’t something that stopped happening in the 1970s and it’s not just very old men who are affected. There are many more much younger men just like George, still waiting for a past injustice to be fully acknowledged. 

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

            ORIGINS OF

PREJUDICE

1918–39

         

         Britain emerged from the Great War a changed place in many respects, having shed much of its Victorian legacy. The twentieth century had finally begun. But for many young homosexual and bisexual men growing up in the post-war world, that legacy still weighed heavily, while for others the new century offered new freedoms. It rather depended who you were, where you lived and what circles you moved in. In Bohemian London and at Oxbridge to be queer had potential social cachet. Brighton and Blackpool had long been havens for escapees of all classes from polite society. Country towns and self-important suburbs were less likely to offer succour and those areas of the British Isles where religion held sway were often the least comfortable for those attracted to their own sex.

         Class had a bearing too. Alex Purdie was born in 1913 in Deptford, where his parents ran a fish shop. Growing up in south-east London, he always felt entirely comfortable with his flamboyant identity in a working-class community that not only tolerated but embraced him.

         
            Before the [Second World] war [homosexuality] was totally out, there was no question, it was looked on as an absolute major sin by some people. But not in the East End. The East End always accepted it. And do you know, it always appeared to me that most queers came from the East End, all the mouthy ones rather like me, we all came from that rough end. If you go to rough families it always appeared that they had one gay in the family. It’s very strange that, but they were always accepted. But these people with education, sort of nicely brought-up gays, you know, they had to be so careful … and they certainly wouldn’t be able to come out with a mouthful of camp indoors … It was a world apart, the Cockney world and the other part. A world apart.

         

         Then, as now, there was no single ‘gay community’, rather many different communities – mostly covert, a few determinedly outré – that rarely mixed. Outside these groups were many more individuals, isolated, frustrated and guilt ridden, doing their daily best to subvert, ignore or disguise their sexuality – and some who just got on with it, unaware of their transgression. For many, though, the journey to reconciliation with their sexuality was a fraught one. An anonymous contributor looking back to his youth for a 1960 research study spoke for many:

         
            Round about the early twenties I went through an agonising period. I thought I was the only one in the universe struck by some terrible fate. I watched others getting married, settling down and I knew I hadn’t the slightest interest in any girl. By then I knew it wasn’t a passing phase, it had been there from the beginning. It was only when I met others, after a long period of struggle, that I became first resigned, then adjusted, and now happy with my situation.

         

         The ‘unspeakable crime’, the ‘love that dare not speak its name’, now at least had labels that were neither pejorative nor euphemistic. ‘Invert’ and ‘homosexual’, used by turn-of-the-century sexologists and psychologists like Richard von Krafft-Ebbing, Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud, marked a more scientific approach, moving from classifying homosexuality as a vice, a fatal weakness of character, to understanding it as a disordered condition of the mind that could be treated. Post-First World War theories about its origins split into two camps: ‘congenitalists’ believed it was largely inherited due to defective breeding while ‘behaviouralists’ thought it was caught by contamination from others or conditioned by childhood experiences.

         Ellis in particular was remarkably progressive on the subject for his time, concluding that same-sex attraction was not a disease but a common aspect of human sexuality, which itself had many facets. He knew this from his own life: probably asexual himself, many of his friends were homosexual and he had an open marriage with a lesbian.

         Discovering his ideas helped some young men explain the dislocation and confusion they felt. Paul Lanning, born in 1905, arrived in London as a young man in the 1920s after a failed relationship with a woman in his Cheshire mining village.

         
            I came to London and it affected me immediately because, on a second-hand book stall, I got a copy of Havelock Ellis’s Psychology of Sex book number six, and that explained everything immediately. I thought, that’s me – I exist, I am a valid person! Because I didn’t even think I was a freak. I just thought I’d grow out of it. I realised I had problems but I didn’t realise how different I was because I didn’t know what homosexuality was. [Now] I knew that I existed! Havelock Ellis was a brilliant book for us.

         

         The work of these sexologists may have influenced the intelligentsia and helped some readers come to terms with their sexuality, but it didn’t stop many people thinking of homosexuality, if they thought about it at all, as a wicked and disgusting perversion, a deliberate choice by its practitioners which undermined family life and spread moral and physical disease. This view was espoused by the late nineteenth-century social purity movement, which launched a moral crusade against prostitution and all forms of perceived sexual deviation. Though the movement had lost much of its impetus by the 1920s, the crusaders’ baleful influence on public attitudes to homosexuality persisted for much of the next century, reinforced from the pulpit by the Christian churches. Whether perverts – shameless creatures who chose a lifestyle of vice – or inverts – unfortunates who couldn’t help themselves – ‘homos’, ‘queers’ and ‘pansies’ were all social pariahs.

         Sodomy had been a crime since 1533 and until 1861 the maximum penalty was death. Established religions had long taught against non-procreative sex, but social attitudes to same-sex relations, as to sex generally, had fluctuated across the centuries. Male brothels, ‘molly houses’ and ‘molly marriages’ were common features of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century London and discreet domestic homosexual relationships were tolerated within their own communities, as they always have been. But the late nineteenth century marked a sharp shift in the legal position for male homosexuals and public attitudes hardened.

         The death penalty for sodomy had been commuted to life imprisonment, but it was still a difficult offence to prove and it was not confined to male same-sex couplings. It wasn’t until the notorious Labouchère Amendment to the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act (which was otherwise intended to clamp down on the trafficking of young girls for prostitution) that all homosexual activity between men short of sodomy, actual or suspected, and wherever it might take place, was outlawed.

         Labouchère’s amendment became Section 11 of the Act and was specific to men. Same-sex relations between women have never been specifically criminalised in the UK, although lesbians were potentially subject to a raft of minor public order offences. An attempt in 1921 to include women in the ambit of the Criminal Law Amendment Act was abandoned when an outraged peer reminded the House of Lords that to do so would expose the shocking fact of lesbianism to the vast majority of British womanhood innocent of any knowledge of such perversion in their midst. This was ‘a very great mischief ’ and unconscionable. It didn’t happen.

         The Labouchère Amendment introduced the ill-defined but catch-all offence of gross indecency, which was to cause misery to so many men, including George Montague, for much of the next century. It stayed on the statute book for 118 years until 2003.

         
            Any male person who, in public or private, commits, or is party to the commission of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by any male person of, any act of gross indecency with another male person, shall be guilty of a misdemeanour and, being convicted thereof, shall be liable … to be imprisoned for any term not exceeding one year with or without hard labour.

         

         The maximum sentence was increased to two years shortly afterwards. Gross indecency is the offence for which Oscar Wilde was convicted in 1895 and spent two years in Reading jail with hard labour. The jury at his first trial were unable to reach a verdict on the original additional charge of sodomy, probably through lack of evidence. At a second trial he was found guilty of gross indecency, though the judge bemoaned the sentence as ‘totally inadequate’.

         Wilde’s ghost hovers over the formative years of many gay men in the early decades of the last century. When as a boy the writer Beverley Nichols was caught reading one of Wilde’s books, his father hit him, spat on the book and tore up the pages without explanation. A note – written in Latin – the following morning referred only to ‘the horrible crime that is not to be named’.
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               Teenage Henry Robertson, intrigued by Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis

            

         

         Henry Robertson grew up in Aberdeen with his extended family in the 1920s. The reaction he faced was less extreme but just as confusing. It nevertheless conveyed the same message that this was something so beyond the bounds of human decency as to be unmentionable, and certainly not in front of the children.

         
            We had some pretty advanced books in the house. My uncle was a great reader. I remember picking up what I now realise was an abbreviated version of De Profundis, the letter which Oscar Wilde wrote to Bosie from prison. I read it and I asked an aunt why Oscar Wilde had gone to prison. She wouldn’t say. You know, it was just, ‘You’ll understand when you grow up.’ Well of course, later on I realised why she was being so cagey. It was just this business of expressions like ‘pansy’ and ‘Jessie’, which condition you to think of it as being something awful. I mean, you’re a sinner, you’re a criminal. The kindest interpretation at that time was that you were sick.

         

         
            • • •

         

         The inter-war education system, which usually separated girls and boys at eleven, and the Spartan all-male establishments favoured by the middle and upper classes, provided much opportunity for early homosexual experimentation. This usually took the form of mutual masturbation, a recreation indulged in by boys whether they had stirring homosexual feelings or not, and one often regarded as a badge of manliness. Dudley Cave was a day boy at Haberdashers’ Aske’s public school in the 1930s.

         
            At our school sexual play between boys was quite common. In fact after football we would go into a flooded room for a bath and the bathing was supervised by a master standing on the steps. He could see the boys on the left-hand side of the bath but the boys on the right-hand side were tucked out of sight. And those we regarded as cissies would stay on the left under the watchful eye of the master, primly washing themselves and getting out, while the real men over the other side groped each other and played around, and a degree of mutual masturbation was considered perfectly ordinary. The attitude was very much that we were the real guys and they were the cissies.

         

         Boarding schools provided most opportunity for early same-sex experiences. Contrary to the disgust felt for homosexual acts by many people in the outside world, these were tolerated by the adults in charge as a normal part of growing up in a closed single-sex environment. John Summerhays went to a minor public school in the 1930s.

         
            There was considerable sexual activity in the dormitories, though I think that there was never ever anything more adventurous than mutual masturbation. Of that, however, there was plenty, and it was normal practice for boys to spend nights together … Occasionally a master would make a tour of the dormitories late at night, and would find about one-third of the beds empty. By coincidence, another third were occupied by two. This was not regarded as a great crime, and I don’t think it was thought of as real or serious homosexuality. Standard punishment was a lecture and six strokes of the cane. We became word perfect on the lecture.
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               Choirboy and keen Scout George Montague

            

         

         Having had such behaviour tolerated or at least not rigorously punished in adolescence (and with evidence of some master–pupil sexual relations), boys were now expected to grow up into the manly models of propriety expected by King and Country. But for some, physical fumblings were accompanied by stronger feelings directed at attractive male subjects – often unobtainable ones in films or magazines. Looking back, George Montague remembers getting an erection when he looked at the copies of Health & Efficiency he kept under his bed, not at the women ‘but at the full-frontal nude men’. Dudley Cave ‘tended to fall in love with boys at school. Never in the sense of an affair; I would be in love but not getting anywhere with it. I would worship from afar.’ Henry Robertson would ‘fantasise about boys of my own age or film stars … Most of my other classmates were interested in girls and I wasn’t in that way at all. It was very difficult to find out anything about sex at all in those days. I mean, it was principally a matter of a certain [venereal] disease and babies. Anything outside that just wasn’t discussed and even those things weren’t particularly.’

         Sex education, where it existed, was perfunctory or wildly misleading. Noel Currer-Briggs, born in Leeds in 1919, went to an expensive prep school in the south of England where the headmaster prepared those going on to public school with a final pep talk.

         
            I was given the headmaster’s sex talk and I left that talk – the ‘Leavers’ Lecture’ it was called – convinced that the way to get babies was to pee into one’s wife’s belly button, and of course at thirteen I believed it. It was that primitive. And this was one of the leading prep schools in the country.
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               Unsporty Noel Currer-Briggs was a target for school bullies

            

         

         Cruelly unprepared and despite having male fantasies from his first experiments with masturbation, Noel managed to go through Cambridge and spend seven years in the army without a physical sexual experience of any kind. ‘One was ignorant, ignorant, ignorant in those days and just accepted it.’ This was to have tragic results for him later.

         Bullying of those who didn’t conform to expected manly norms was common in schools. Despite being very tall for his age, Noel wasn’t good at sports.

         
            They thought I was wimpish and wet, so I let the side down, I wasn’t doing what was expected of me … I had a good singing voice and played the piano and they thought this was unhealthy and was the cause of a certain amount of bullying. [This] took the form of hiding things. In a prep school, everything is done by bells, rather like prison. Get up, go to bed, go to meals and so forth. You had to be bloody punctual and the way to be bullied was to hide something vital, a schoolbook for your next class, or your shoes, football boots. The staff ought bloody well to have seen what was going on…

         

         John Alcock had the multiple disadvantages of an unfortunate surname, being camp and going to a rough council school in Birmingham in the 1930s. He was a gift for bullies but found a way of turning the situation to his advantage.

         
            I came in for a lot of stick while I was at school. One, being queer, and of course my name as well. There was always, always insults being thrown all over the place, calling me names, ‘All cock and no bollocks’ and all that. I was a bit of a frail child, physically afraid of all kinds of confrontation. So I decided to form a relationship with a very butch lad, a black boy in my class. A great footballer and very, very tall, very, very muscular, he could well take care of himself and everybody else for that matter. I made a bee-line for Jimmy and indeed he reciprocated and we used to have great fun. I’d put my hand up and ask Miss to be excused and of course he was at my feet in no time at all and we’d have little bits of fun and games in the school lavatory. Jimmy would get very upset if anybody tried to sit next to me in class for obvious reasons because underneath the desk you could do all kinds of things with one another. Yes, Jimmy was great. We formed a great relationship and he always took care of me. If anyone came heavy with me, calling me names, he used to come across and be there looking after me.

         

         Londoner Alex Purdie, flamboyant from the age of five, also had someone to look after him.

         
            Always had a minder, even when I was at school. Used to see me across the road, carry my books and all that carry-on. Always had a boyfriend, never failed. And of course they were always mostly heterosexual boys, you know, got married. They still come and see me. Oh, how we used to have fun!

         

         ‘Nancy boy’ was common parlance for an effeminate homosexual for much of the last century. By no means the most offensive of the terms used against queer men at the time, ‘nance’ was nevertheless the one Alex found most objectionable.

         
            That is the worst thing you can be called. And it was used – very much so – before the war. There was one awful experience I had when I was a kid, I suppose about twelve. My mother and father were at the fish shop and my mother said to me, ‘Pop across the greengrocery stall and get me some cabbage.’ I went across there with a bag and the fellow turned round and said, ‘What do you want, nance?’ And I was choked. Never been called that before. The tears welled up and I got the cabbage and I come back. My dad was there. ‘Here, what’s the matter with you?’ I said, ‘It don’t matter.’ ‘What did that fellow say to you? He said something to you.’ So I told him: ‘Nance.’ My father went over there and gave him the biggest pasting. The fellow never forgot it. And I’ve never forgotten it.

            That gave me a different outlook on life. I thought, you’ve got to be the first in, and you’ve got to be aggressive. You can’t say, ‘Fancy you saying a thing like that!’ No. Get up the front, give them a mouthful. If you can’t do it with your fists, give ’em with your tongue – and I’ve got plenty. They wouldn’t get away with a thing with me. That’s why I think, get in first, lift yourself first. And that’s my advice to all gay people.

         

         A camp persona was not only second nature but also a defence mechanism in potentially threatening environments. Alex’s parents had a fish shop, so he had to make regular trips to Billingsgate, the old fish market in the City of London.

         
            I was in the teens then and I should have to go up the market and buy fish. And of course all these porters up there, you know what those big rough ’uns are like that carried about four or six stone on their heads in those days. I used to be exactly the same as I am now, but they used to make a terrific fuss of me, I was like a dolly to them, you know. ‘Oh, you are funny, you do make us laugh!’ They were absolutely marvellous to me. They never, never said one word out of place. I was never lifted. Of course I spoke their language for a start, I was one of the boys. They would take me home and introduce me to their wives. Of course the wives were even better still than their husbands, those Cockney women, they love a gay boy.

         

         Alex was patently not ‘one of the boys’ in the macho sense. He was an entertaining novelty, but nevertheless an embedded part of that community, treated kindly and treated well. There was never any doubt that he would grow up to be an effeminate homosexual.

         
            I should think I must have realised that I was different from other boys when I was about five or six. I was farmed out to my grandmother and on Sunday nights in those days they used to have friends for supper – all these big women in business and that, and their husbands, all smoking pipes. I was got out of bed, I suppose about ten o’clock, to come down and do a number. My aunt would get on the upright, and I’d come down and she’d put me in a white muslin ankle-length dress with yellow bows. And I couldn’t get into that dress fast enough.

            Then she’d take a bit of lipstick off her mouth and put it on mine – and I rather liked it. And I’d do a number, [sings] ‘I’ll be with you in apple blossom time…’ Of course when they whipped round with the little china shoe and the women and the men would put half-crowns in and two-bobs, that was it, that was my first rent! Oh, they were very happy days, but I’ve never had any illusions about myself. And I’ve certainly never, ever been in a closet. ’Cos I didn’t have any reason to.

         

         Alex was fortunate perhaps, not only to have grown up in a loving and protective extended family, but to have been introduced at an early age to the theatre world, a community traditionally more welcoming to gay men than most. He had been giving informal performances to friends and neighbours since he was small and knew he loved it. At eleven he took the tram to Lamb’s Conduit Street and presented himself on spec to the doyenne of stage schools, Miss Italia Conti.

         
            She said, ‘Well, what can you do?’ ‘I can sing, I can dance, and I can recite Shakespeare.’ So I gave her a little number and ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends’, and all that carry-on, you know. She said, ‘You’re in.’ Of course it was a paid school, but I never paid a penny. All I used to have to do was make her tea in the afternoon. Of course Jack Hawkins was there – several names at the time I was there.

         

         By 1927 he was appearing with Hawkins in the West End production of Where the Rainbow Ends, a children’s play regularly performed at Christmas and featuring Italia Conti Theatre Academy children. Earlier, he’d joined a dancing class at a local church hall run by a professional dancer.

         
            It was all girls. I was the only boy. And this woman started a troupe called the Clifton Cabaret Kids and we used to tour all the number one [music] halls, the Mile End Empire and all that. Two quid a week. They all used to make a fuss of me, I was the only boy and I had to come on with all these eleven girls and do a number. I was with them till I was about fifteen, sixteen when I got too tall.

         

         Britain’s tradition of music hall and pantomime, and the proximity of drag artists busking the streets until the Second World War, meant that audiences across the social spectrum were familiar with cross-dressing and camp entertainers. But whereas working-class communities were more likely to tolerate camp behaviour in their midst, the middle classes preferred to keep it at a safe distance, on the stage.

         Throughout his teens and while he was still at the local council school, Alex was holding down a professional theatre career, playing the music halls with his juvenile troupe and appearing in West End productions with the Italia Conti Academy. His headmaster had even taken him to the Old Vic to see the famous impresario Lilian Baylis: ‘I gave her a bit of Shakespeare and all this carry-on. I was very good at it, I won the first prize for the whole of London for Shakespearian reading.’ Baylis encouraged Alex to think he could have a future with her company. Even if not in legitimate theatre, he seemed destined for a performing career.

         
            • • •

         

         One of the biggest challenges for young homosexual men growing up in the inter-war period was making contact with others, for sex but also for consolation and simple sociability. This was especially difficult in the provinces or rural areas where, as George Montague found, the public toilet on the village green might be the only option.

         In the anonymous cities, men could often pick up potential partners in the street if they recognised another queer and they followed an established procedure. The majority weren’t obvious queens like Alex Purdie, so recognition was a surreptitious and sometimes risky business. Nevertheless, research conducted in the 1950s for a landmark study of homosexuals’ lives and attitudes indicated that two-thirds of the men interviewed believed they could recognise a fellow traveller in a crowd. Most said that it was something about the eyes: ‘You can nearly always tell,’ said one respondent, ‘it’s the funny look they give other men, even when they’re not interested in them sexually.’ Alex certainly thought he could ‘smell ’em a mile off’.

         
            How did I know? It’s the tone of voice, it’s the mannerisms… There’s always a little something they give away with the hands, the eyes, there’s something about them, the walk. Always something you can recognise. You can. Specially an old person like me who’s been at it years. What I don’t know about it ain’t worth knowing.

         

         A meaningful exchange of looks signalled the start of a courtly dance, as John Alcock says when describing his cruising activities in the West End:

         
            You’d see somebody, look at them and stop and look in a shop window. Let them pass you and if they looked in the next window you knew that you were fairly on. Go up to the next shop window and make some comment if you were interested. Then off you’d go.

         

         Having met someone, the next challenge was to find somewhere secluded. If neither man had access to an empty home or a room in an easy-going boarding house, this often had to be out of doors. Hyde Park was popular for promenading during the day and cruising for sex at night, since woods and undergrowth provided cover and a lower risk of discovery than more enclosed places. Areas of Hampstead Heath by the ponds and in the woods behind Jack Straw’s Castle were (as they still are) a favourite haunt for men cruising for casual sex at night.

         When Paul Lanning lived in London in the early 1930s he discovered another notorious cruising area.

         
            I had a flat near Epping Forest and that used to be the haunt of London. I used to take walks in the forest and there were just chaps walking around. It was pretty ugly but there was no alternative. Epping Forest was full and the police cars would come through and they would all be chased away like butterflies … It was a shocking place. Roman orgies were there, it was notorious, ugly in the extreme. You were always discontented when you left the place, always ashamed of yourself. Everything happened there. Trousers down, cocks out, cocks in. Horrible. I went through all that. Masturbation, sodomy, sucking, it was all there, and I knew the whole lot in that place. It was very, very risky, absolutely promiscuous.

         

         Paul’s sense of shame at being compelled to have anonymous outdoor sex in these public places because there was no alternative and no easy route to a more permanent and meaningful relationship must have been shared by many young men, although the risk and anonymity heightened sexual excitement for some.

         Henry Robertson, from a religious Aberdonian family, had been taught to think of homosexuality as ‘wicked and nasty and evil’ and had no one to confide in.

         
            It was very isolating. I was in many ways a kind of loner. I used to walk a lot in Aberdeen and almost by accident I stumbled across this area towards the mouth of the Don, the beaches where there are long empty sand dunes. It was very much off the beaten track. I discovered that if I lay down there and put some sun-tan lotion on my back and asked for a passing stranger to apply some more, then this could lead on to other things. If they just did it, then they were straight. If they tried to venture further, they were gay. The only difficulty about that was, immediately after ejaculation I just felt so bad about the other person and myself, about the whole situation, that I couldn’t even converse with him really. I was just so convinced I’d committed some terrible sin.

            With the lack of opportunity, the contact between homosexuals at that time really consisted in having sex first and then see about whether to be lovers or friends after that. And because I was a very proper person I didn’t hang around long enough to be friends with them. This was very frustrating in all sorts of ways because I still had these feelings. I mixed principally with heterosexual people and consequently fell in love with heterosexual men, which is a pretty fruitless thing to do.
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               Henry Robertson found the beaches near his native Aberdeen a secluded, if windswept, place for sex

            

         

         There were other, even more public, places where activity was known to take place. Theatres and cinemas – the Biograph near London’s Victoria station, not known as the ‘Biogrope’ for nothing, was the oldest – offered the cover of darkness, the comfort of warmth and the distraction of crowds. While Alex Purdie was performing with the Clifton Cabaret Kids on London’s music hall stages, hanky-panky of a homosexual nature was likely to be going on in the gallery. A young straight male visitor to an Islington music hall in the early 1930s recalled his unnerving experience:

         
            If all the seats were taken they allowed you to stand for a reduced price in the gallery, so I shot up there and was enjoying this turn and all of a sudden someone undone me bloody flies and started pulling me off. Much to my discredit I let them do it for a couple of minutes before I buzzed off and I thought, oh blimey! It was the biggest shock of my life, that kind of thing. I never liked them [homosexuals] for a start, but to do that to me! So I shot off to another part of the gallery. And what I could see of it, there was a mob that got together and probably done it to everybody. While they were doing it to me someone pushed themselves up against my back and expected me to do it to them.

         

         His experience was probably not uncommon. Many indecency cases involving cinemas brought before magistrates during this inter-war period were the result of complaints from men and youths about unwanted sexual advances.

         In the capital, as elsewhere in Britain, public lavatories were the first port of call for casual pick-ups, though lifelong friendships could also result from these encounters. Many homosexual men viewed them as dangerous and distasteful places and avoided using them if they could, but there was often little alternative. As Dudley Cave says:

         
            Show me a gay man who’s never cottaged and I’ll show you a liar. For most people there was no way of meeting people outside your own circle. I certainly did it. I was never much good. For me it was much more a matter of travelling hopefully than arriving. But it did happen, and in fact I did meet somebody in a public lavatory who introduced me to my first gay pub.
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               For many young men like Dudley Cave, ‘cottages’ were the only place to meet other men
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               Public toilet on London’s Hampstead Heath © ALAMY

            

         

         Dudley was talking about his experience in the 1940s, but well-established cottaging techniques hadn’t changed for decades.

         
            Either you would stand [at the urinals] and have a crafty look at anybody standing near you, and if they looked interested and interesting you might smile, and go out, hoping that you’re not smiling at a pretty policeman. The alternative was to go into a cubicle, one with holes in it, and peer through, and pass through notes. The notes would usually start off, ‘What do you like?’ ‘How old are you?’ ‘Have you anywhere to go?’ Although these were very impersonal things, frequently people did meet people who subsequently were in real relationships. Of course they would never admit where they met. They’d say, ‘We met at the Fitzroy,’ or, ‘We met at church.’ We nearly always used false names. It was just a precaution.

         

         Dudley’s life partner Bernard Williams describes how different cottages in the capital were well known for attracting different kinds of clientele. Often gay men sought out ‘trade’ or ‘rough trade’, usually straight young working men or soldiers who would have sex with queers for pleasure, release or cash. For the queer, the thrill of sex with a ‘real’ man was tempered by the risk of violence, robbery or blackmail.

         
            If you wanted a piece of rough, you’d look around the cottages in Covent Garden, in the early morning cottages, the lorry drivers’ cottages. On the other hand if you wanted the theatrical trade you’d do some of the cottages round the back of Jermyn Street or if you did the cottage at Waterloo station you always got a good class of trade there, dear. It was just [a matter of] who you were looking for. My style was very much me looking someone up and down, them looking me up and down and um, yes, you are me, dear and I hope I’m you. Your mind worked at the speed of knots … If you saw somebody you liked, you’d stand within looking distance. If you’d got any wits about you you’d click and wander off somewhere. The risks were enormous because you could have been picked up by the police or you could have been picked up by a thug, and your career gone for a Burton.

         

         Police agents provocateurs posing as punters inside and outside toilets were in use at this time, designed to entrap men into indecency, soliciting or importuning. ‘Cruising’, though the term was unknown at the time, had been criminalised by the Vagrancy Act in 1898. Paul Lanning was one of many such targets as he left a well-known cottage in the Strand in the 1930s.

         
            I was approached by a man in the street. ‘Where have you been to?’ That kind of thing, an ordinary conversation. And he pummelled me until he got my texture and said, ‘Let’s go and have a drink.’ I went to have a drink with him up the Strand and then when he was all very pleasant, he showed me a lapel – he was a [police] inspector. ‘Now you come with me to Marylebone police station.’ Luckily, I was acute. To my surprise he paid the drink bill and when he was paying it I gave him the slip. Naturally, I ran down the Strand. I had legs then.

         

         Occasionally the boot was on the other foot. Paul was stopped by a police sergeant from Leytonstone police station after taking someone home at two o’clock in the morning after they’d been in Epping Forest. 

         
            We were always suspect if we were out late in Epping Forest. He came to me and asked for my address. I said, ‘I’m a local man. I live over there,’ and he said, ‘Right, sir.’ The next time he saw me in the street he spoke to me and said that although he represented the law, he was a private citizen and did what he liked. The old rascal. I didn’t invite him back to my place, he came. Oh, that’s a triumph, that’s anybody’s triumph, to have a police sergeant!

         

         Although the ‘pretty police’ were more active in the decades after the Second World War, cottaging was still a risky business and arrests in public toilets by plain-clothes or patrolling beat officers, particularly in London’s West End, were common enough. This is one reason why Alex Purdie disdained cottaging.

         
            It’s one of those things you say to yourself: ‘Oh, it can never happen to me.’ But the thing is, it can happen to you. I know several of my friends were nicked and put inside, too, for being picked up in a toilet. And [evidence] falsified. But I was never scared of it because I was very shy of putting myself in that position. I would never have [sex in a toilet] because I knew the danger. I’ve never been one for that sort of thing. I’d rather go to a club and meet someone. That other business is not me and never has been … You may not believe this, but I’ve never been promiscuous. Not to that extent. I’ve always had a boyfriend, and I’m strictly mums and dads. I’m not one of these ‘whip him with a wet lettuce’ or something, or a goat tethered to the end of the bed. Nothing like that about me at all.

         

         
            • • •

         

          When social intercourse rather than sex was required, London and Britain’s big cities offered places where queer men could simply meet, relax and be themselves in comparatively safe havens. Well-defined areas and certain pubs, clubs, cafes, Turkish baths and swimming pools were popular gathering places in inter-war queer London and, in the West End, certain branches of the Lyons Corner House chain of restaurants. Coventry Street Corner House was ‘the absolute Mecca of the gay scene’, according to John Alcock, for much of the early and mid-twentieth century. A 1925 article in John Bull magazine railed against London as a ‘modern Gomorrah’ that was suffering ‘an outbreak of this deadly perversion … that will surely rot us into ruin’. It cited as evidence ‘a well-known teashop in Coventry Street … where painted and scented boys congregate every day without molestation of any kind … sitting with their vanity bags and their high-heeled shoes, calling themselves by endearing names and looking out for patrons’.
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               Coventry Street Lyons Corner House was a favourite rendezvous © GETTY IMAGES

            

         

         It was true. This large venue, close to Piccadilly Circus, attracted a mixed and cosmopolitan crowd – Londoners, foreign tourists, maiden aunts being taken for afternoon tea – but there was always a discreet corner where gaily dressed men, some in full makeup, could gather and gossip over a single cup of tea. Alex Purdie fondly remembers weekends ‘up West’ in his youth which always culminated at the Corner House.

         
            Saturday night I’d take myself off to the West End, stayed with my mate who ran a dress shop in Tottenham Court Road – Jewish boy, so funny. And we used to go round the pubs where I was mostly barred. There was one or two little gay clubs in those days, a woman called Muriel used to run one. There was the Two Ducks and the A & B. And I was a big favourite always in the clubs. We’d sit there and have a few drinks. There was no dancing, no carry-on like that. Just sometimes soft music from gramophone records. But they were nice and very well behaved. No nonsense. And we used to be there till two, three o’clock in the morning. All the gay boys used to be there. I knew them all.

            I didn’t used to go there to [pick up men] but if something came along and it was fanciable, then of course, drag it back to my mate’s flat over the shop, ’cos his mother used to go away for the weekend, so we had the run of the place. But I never come across any nonsense. You know, we used to drag them back there for a drink, and Fanny’s your aunt and away you go. Next morning, ‘It’s been nice, see you again.’ And then Sunday morning we just walked round Hyde Park and looked at all the blokes. Then we’d go in the Coventry Street Corner House and have a three-bob lunch, help yourself. And it used to be a lovely weekend. Never a dull moment.
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               Man about town Alex Purdie

            

         

         Alex claims to have been barred from ‘nearly every pub in the West End’. Though certain pubs attracted a gay clientele, landlords were anxious to avoid trouble and keep their licences, so outré dress or behaviour – or the suspicion of it – could result in swift expulsion. Alex found this as inexplicable as it was unreasonable.

         
            I used to go round with a crowd of gay boys, round the pubs on a Saturday night, spend a few bob. The other boys used to walk in the bar, then: ‘Oi! You! Out!’ Always me. And I always used to think to myself, I wonder if they’re mistaking me for some sort of gangster or something, but I think it was because I had this rather extravert personality which I find very difficult to subdue at most times. I just can’t help it, it’s just one of those things. But it happened so often. I was in Ward’s Irish House downstairs there. Oh, the manager there was a right one. ‘Oh, would you mind leaving?’ And you’d done nothing. Perhaps I’d raised one eyebrow or something. It’s not as though I was down someone’s pocket or something like that. All I used to do was to give a smile to a nice-looking man. A bit bold. Yes, ‘Would you mind leaving?’ It was always me. [Laughing] I didn’t care, it never worried me.

         

         Gay clubs, which tended to be subterranean dives, hidden up alleyways or otherwise protected from public gaze, attracted little police attention, but pubs were at risk from raids and their gay customers harassed for no apparent reason. Certain pubs, like the Running Horse in Mayfair’s Shepherd Market – a notorious pickup joint – were regularly raided, as Alex recalls.

         
            They were all nicked. And as they shipped all these gay boys into the police van to take them down to the station, the centre of the floor was covered in powder puffs and lipsticks, where they’d cleared their pockets, poor sods.

            You’d be in a pub and suddenly all the police rush in, all the doors bolted, names and addresses, oh yes. I was in a pub in St Martin’s Lane with a friend having a drink and the police come in. Names and addresses. ’Course no one gave their right name and address, I don’t know why they wasted their time. I don’t know what it was all about.

         

         But for much of the time Alex and his friends appeared to enjoy a charmed life. There were some unique distractions. London still had many grand houses fully staffed with servants: domestic service with the gentry was a longstanding choice of employment for working-class gay men with aspirations to the finer things in life. Lady Malcolm’s Servants’ Ball, a large and often riotous party where outrageous dress and behaviour were de rigueur, was a highlight of the London queer ‘season’. But there was fun to be had too in those grand houses when the master and mistress were away.

         
            Quite a lot of my friends in those days used to be in service, they were valets and housemen and all that. And when the governors used to go away on holiday – Biarritz, Monte Carlo – they were left in charge. And of course they used to have accounts at Fortnum & Mason’s and they used to go over there and load up on pheasant in aspic and champagne – Pol Roger – all down to the governor and the missus. We used to go along there and have parties. First thing I used to make for was the missus’s wardrobe, the furs and the drag. We used to have the furs out… we had a lovely time. Then about six, seven o’clock in the morning we would get cleaned up and we used to trail round to Coventry Street Corner House, go in there and have eggs on toast and coffee. Oh, I had a wonderful time… lovely grand pianos and all that, and the women’s clothes, which was the most important to me!

         

         
            • • •

         

         Alex was in his element during the high-camp heyday between the wars of the ‘screaming queen’, the ‘poof’ and the ‘painted and scented boy’. During this period queer identity polarised between extreme male and female stereotypes. Queens loved flounces and frocks, make-up and gossiping about each other, often in affectionately bitchy terms. Dress, make-up and behaviour were a defiant statement and a defence in a hostile world. Others aped and exaggerated masculine dress and behaviour. Quentin Crisp – much later to become a gay icon – characterised the two extremes as ‘roughs’ and ‘bitches’ – parodies of male and female roles. Alex embraced his high-camp feminine persona.

         
            Make-up is my favourite subject. I was a swine for make-up. And perfume. My perfume was called Soir de Paris and it was half-a-crown a bottle and it was very me. Smelt like hell really, I suppose! And we used to have a velouté on the ecaf, that was one of those pancake things, and we used to put powder on and all that. And Lipsyl – because you couldn’t have it too dark, it was that colourless stuff what you put on when you have sore lips. And they used to glisten. We thought it did. We thought we looked absolutely marvellous. ’Course the eyebrows were plucked to hell. No wonder the police said to me, ‘You, oi, off!’ Yes, the eyebrows were all shaped, and the slap. We looked like horrors … If you had too much paint on when you went out, your mates would say, ‘Too much slap on the ecaf.’ ‘Really, girl?’ ‘Yes, go in the lavs and have a vada.’ And they would look in the mirror, take some off. Or put more on sometimes!

         

         John Alcock was also in thrall to dressing-up and saw camp as a badge of honour, the original form of gay pride.

         
            My mother used to help me with my make-up. She would buy a little bit extra so I could use it as well. Snowfire Vanishing Cream, Pond’s Vanishing Cream I remember. I would wear as outrageous clothes as I could. My eldest sister in particular, I used to borrow some of her blouses and go out and of course all the kids in the street used to send me up, but I’d had it off with quite a lot of them so I really didn’t feel too threatened because I’d got the dirt on them. So I just camped it up. I loved being camp, I still do love being camp, but when I was a youngster it was nice because it was defiance. I wasn’t going to be the same as everybody else. I wanted to be different because I was different.

         

         The other manifestation of camp difference was Polari, street slang with roots in Romany, Latin and back-slang with a smattering of naval slang and Yiddish, and in common use by showmen and in the theatre from the 1920s. This is probably where Alex Purdie first picked it up.

         
            If you saw something pretty, nice boys: ‘There’s a bona ome standing there. I bet the metzas’ll be very big’ – the money would be very big if you wanted him, sort of thing. And another one was ‘The riah looks bona’ – the hair looks nice. Yes. ‘Too much slap on the ecaf ’ – too much paint on the face.

         

         Men were ‘omes’, women ‘palones’ so an ‘ome-palone’ was an effeminate man. Policemen were ‘Lily’ (Lily Law) or ‘Brenda’ (Brenda Bracelets) and a suspected agent provocateur a ‘charpering ome’. Used in private it cemented a sense of community and exclusivity; used in public it afforded privacy when discussing prospective sexual partners. It was a secret language Alex shared with his own kind.

         
            It was always so lovely ’cos no one else knew it. See, heterosexual people didn’t know what we were talking about. Thought it was Chinese or something… we didn’t want people to know. And if you spotted a pretty boy, you’d say ‘Vada the bona ome. Bona lallies.’ Lovely legs. ‘And bona cartso.’ I’m not going to tell you what that is!

         

         Alex was well established on the queer scene in London’s West End, but by 1928 his theatrical aspirations were cut short. His parents had other plans for him. After school, instead of the Old Vic, he went dutifully to work with his dad in the family fish shop, but the performances didn’t stop. 
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               Alex Purdie giving his best at the family fish shop

            

         

         
            I gave the same performance at the fish shop as I give to you or give in the street. And the old girls loved it. ‘Oh Al, you do make us laugh!’ And I’m scrabbling up fresh herrings and cods’ heads but it’s the best performance of my life down that fish shop.

         

         
            • • •

         

         For every queen like Alex Purdie having a gay old time in inter-war London with his boyfriends and wearing his slap with pride, there were homosexual men living quietly in the suburbs and provinces, reconciled and reasonably content, not drawing attention to themselves or their sex lives. But there were others too throughout Britain who felt isolated, unfulfilled and unhappy. Confused or full of self-loathing because of the urges they seemed powerless to control, they were made to feel outside society, outside nature. Yet others had not mustered the courage to admit to themselves that they were not like other men and were living a lie in sham marriages. 

         But, after barely two decades of peace, there was to be a welcome interregnum of licence, opportunity and new awakenings – as well as new forms of discrimination – as Britain slipped ineluctably into another world war. 
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