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1
            Authors’ notes

         

         Anonymity and confidentiality

         Calls to Switchboard have always been confidential. Callers themselves can remain anonymous, including to the volunteer who is helping them. The log books contain names and other information about millions of individual callers, although only rarely is there enough information to actually identify someone from that information. The log books are held at Bishopsgate Institute in what is known as a ‘closed’ collection, meaning that the archivists will only show them to people who have been approved by Switchboard. Switchboard itself has a robust process of understanding why a person is requesting access and how they intend to use the material, and adjudicating whether they have methods of ensuring confidentiality.

         In making the podcast and in writing this book, we have worked in partnership with Switchboard. We have changed callers’ names and details. (We’ve kept the dates of the log book entries correct, but have changed the date format to be consistent across the book, as well as the time format where a time is given.)

         Our biases

         This book is grounded in the stories of people who have, or have had, what are perceived as sexual and gender identities that are given minority status by the rest of society. We have sought to collect stories from as wide a range across this experience as 2possible. We’ve tried to fill in the gaps where the log books or Switchboard didn’t capture this range, and explain why that may have been the case. This means trying to include stories that also cross age, class, ethnicity and/or racialisation, (dis)abilities, and nationalities. We had to hold all these characteristics in our minds as we collected material, especially where others’ identities and experiences are different from our own. We have carried with us the fact that we are both able-bodied, neurotypical, and racialised as white. With the support of the team around this book, we have sought to remain aware of these characteristics and the privileges they bring us, and to make sure they don’t stop us from including, and often centring, others. Any mistakes in doing this are our own.

         Language

         Writing a social history about a group of people is tricky, especially when that group is as diverse and ill-defined as, broadly, people who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex, asexual or otherwise a person of gender and sexual difference. Many of these terms change meaning and use over time, and in the same time period two different people can disagree on whether to use a word like ‘queer’ even while it applies to them both.

         We have used the term ‘LGBTQ+’ as a broad categorisation for people who are made to feel that their gender and sexuality are somehow different. We have used ‘queer’ similarly, albeit especially in stories where the context includes more of a radical and political edge to it. The plus in ‘LGBTQ+’ is intended to signal that no acronym is sufficient for the varied nature of this broad group. We have used terms that are appropriate for the 3time we are writing about: for example, the callers helped during early days of Switchboard are described as ‘gay and lesbian’. Although now some of those people might use another word for themselves, we believe it’s right to use the words from the time and to place this in context, often referring to how words like these have changed.

         The log books contain archaic language that offends some people. We have quoted this language, and added context. But readers should be aware that the following pages contain terms that are slurs, or are otherwise old-fashioned ways of describing people. The log books are also slippery when it comes to pronouns, especially for callers who are exploring their gender, sometimes using different pronouns for the same caller. Where relevant, we’ve referred directly to pronouns to document the ways we change and evolve. Some Switchboard volunteers reveal themselves in the log books as flawed, their notes stained by transphobia, biphobia, racism, ableism, and/or sexism. This is a part of the Switchboard story, and an element of the story of life in Britain’s LGBTQ+ family. We have sought to include and contextualise this, too.

         We have used ‘Section 28’ throughout this book, even though that law was variously also named Clause 28 and Section 2A (in Scotland) during its legislative journey.

         We have used the name ‘Switchboard’ to speak of the charity in the general sense, and the name it used at specific times when that is relevant. 4
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            2014

Tash

         

         I’ve heard rumours. People are saying there are boxes – somewhere – full of fun photographs, protest banners, sexy HIV prevention posters, pages and pages of meeting minutes, and call records. It’s all the stuff generated in the running of a helpline that started in 1974, where I am now a volunteer.

         My role is to listen to anonymous phone calls from people living all over the UK. They ask me a stream of questions about sexuality and gender identity, and in return I listen in confidence, and answer where I can. It’s 2014 and Switchboard – LGBT+ Helpline is approaching its fortieth year of operation. I work shifts in the phone room, drinking gallons of tea, wondering what it had been like before. The rumour of those boxes, filled with hidden voices and lost questions, proves too enticing for me to ignore.

         Switchboard’s building has a storage area, but it’s more of a crawlspace above the common room. I squeeze into it one Saturday afternoon. Wedging myself among the water-stained, dust-ridden boxes, folders and files, I find stacks of papers and minutes, photographs of volunteers in chunky sweatshirts answering phones in the 1970s, and posters stamped with the old Gay Switchboard logo in black and white. Tucked behind a folder of pictures, I discover a stash of notepads, each marked with the words ‘log book’.

         The spine of the first log book collapsed long ago. Tea stains and doodles are sprawled across its cover. Half of the pages fall out onto my lap as I open it, each covered from top to bottom with dates, times, and notes. The entries were made by volunteers over 6the decades, describing phone calls they had just taken: a teenager whose parents had kicked them out of home for dressing as the wrong gender; a lesbian terrified of having her baby taken away from her; a man arrested for chatting up another man in a public toilet; and a young person wanting to know how to come out. Sometimes the volunteers wrote to each other: in one entry I read, they are having an argument about a double-ended dildo. What secret time capsule have I opened? Whose lives am I peering down at? Who were all these people?

         I can barely catch my breath. Every single time-stamped note is a snapshot into the moment when a person reached out for help. I’ve found a living, breathing diary of queer life, all of its highs and lows, across the country, across time. The oldest log book dates to 1975, and the records continue until 2003. These books that are falling apart in my hands contain a communal, cacophonous voice made up of all the people who have called Switchboard, and all the volunteers like me who have turned up to the phone room to answer their calls.

         These boxes of books feel like a secret, a discovery, something censored that shouldn’t be seen – because why hadn’t they been seen already? As I open up more and more boxes, further volumes keep appearing, with more and more entries, some painfully lost to bad handwriting. The collection numbers sixty-three books in total. The pages are covered in traces of queer life. Volunteers have written in their reviews of gay bars, taped in flyers for political campaigns, and printed warnings of bomb threats sent to the building. They’ve even documented their rows – accusations from one volunteer to another about dodging the washing-up or leaving questionable stains on the bed sheets used on night shifts. I read over these notes as if they had been left for me, a smile stretching across my face. 7

         So the rumours are true. There are countless untold, invaluable stories held in the pages of these log books, spanning forty years of queer life in the UK. I had no idea about what people had gone through. I am a twenty-eight-year-old queer person who knows nothing of LGBTQ+ history, and nothing of the history of this organisation I am a part of. And these boxes had been stuffed into a crawlspace. I feel like I am the only one who can hear these stories, and everyone else should listen up. The log books are a unique archive, and I need to share them. I haul out another box of books and get to work.
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            16 June 1975

            Caller says he has homosexual tendencies – no sexual experience at all – guy was almost in tears about whole situation.

             

            7 January 1982

            Guy from Stroud phoned. Wife told him that she had fallen for a woman (they have been married for 21 yrs – kids etc). He was being very supportive, but clearly upset & under considerable stress (he’s been publican of a pub with some gay clientele). Chatted for some length. His wife is going to call us sometime today or tomorrow.

             

            13 March 1991

            A Black lesbian called today. She’s moved from Nottingham and is living with a straight white woman in South London. She’s 19 and slowly coming out. She’ll definitely ring on Monday night to speak to Femi.
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            19 January 1992

            Caller got cut off during call, he has been thrown out of his accommodation because he is HIV+ and was asking about legal rights. I went to get Legal File and when I came back he was gone … Hopefully will ring back.

             

            10 May 1997

            Woman caller who dresses as a man, hopes to have sex change but is attracted to gay men. Where can she go out? Men she is attracted to tend to go to men-only bars/clubs. Any ideas?

             

            23 January 2003

            A woman from Glasgow rang to find out how to go about becoming artificially inseminated.

             

            28 February 2003

            Had a one hour + 10 min call from a bisexual guy today who started off feeling full of shame + shy about expressing himself 10
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            Introduction

         

         If you grow up by the sea, every day you can feel that the world is wide open to you – and that there is nowhere to go.

         We both lived at the seaside, Tash in the south, in Plymouth in Devon, and Adam on the east coast, in Cleethorpes and Grimsby. In 1986 we were babies; we had no idea about the world and what it would hold for us.

         Even as a little child, Tash was able to express her opinions, said Julia, Tash’s mum, when Adam interviewed her in 2023. ‘She was fiercely independent,’ Julia said, reflecting back more than thirty years, back to a different era in her own life, raising a young family. When she dropped Tash off at nursery, Tash wouldn’t allow her to accompany her inside. One day, Julia peered through the window for a thumbs-up from the staff, but Tash caught her. ‘She was so cross that I’d gone to check.’

         Where Tash was opinionated but friendly, Adam could be a ‘little bugger’, according to his mum Patsy, because he used to bite other children. ‘I think it started at the nursery,’ she told Tash. ‘He got into trouble there about it.’ Later it became clearer that he was resisting physical play. Patsy said, ‘It suddenly dawned on me: Adam’s more academic than sporty …’ This is probably why Cleethorpes library became one of his favourite places.

         These are the two children who, in 1986, turned one and two respectively, just as a little storybook brought chaos to a library in Haringey, north London. It was a special library, used by teachers to find books that could help them do their job of explaining things to children, opening their eyes to the world around them. 12It was the kind of library that good teachers turned to, to give their pupils the sense that even if it felt like they had nowhere to go yet, the world was waiting for them anyway. That is the power of books, and the promise of stories.

         That storybook was Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin, written by an author named Susanne Bösche. Susanne’s book told the story of a girl called Jenny who sometimes lived with her mum and sometimes with her dad and his boyfriend. The words and photographs of the book detailed Jenny’s domestic life, enjoying things like lollipops, breakfast in bed, and a garden party. If we had seen this book when we were little, we might have thought it was OK for a child to have three parents, and for two of them to be men who lived together as partners. Although we were babies, our bodies were on a path to becoming the kind of bodies that would feel more at home in families like Jenny’s than the ones we found ourselves in. But the year was 1986, and many people hated the idea that a book could open our eyes in this way. Our leaders, our police, and many of our neighbours tried to make sure we did not see Jenny living with Eric and Martin.

         The little storybook didn’t make it from London to us, out in our coastal hometowns, but it did hit the national headlines. ‘Save the children from sad, sordid sex lessons,’ wrote the Daily Mail.1 The Sun ran with ‘Vile book in school: pupils see pictures of gay lovers’. These are the headlines that our parents might have read over their tea and toast in the morning. They also might have heard voices on the radio like that of Baroness Cox, calling for the ‘urgent need to investigate the teaching of subjects like the occult, witchcraft and homosexuality’.2 Cox had heard about poor Jenny and seemed to assume that satanic men fed her sweets before a sacrifice to the gay gods. Cox believed that books like Jenny represented a terrible influence on little children like us, forcing us into 13homosexuality and devil worship. Cox and the right-wing press were ganging up on left-wing councils such as Haringey’s that were placing equality and diversity at the heart of their policy agenda. (The Labour Party had won control of Haringey Council in May 1986, on a manifesto declaring ‘commitment to fighting heterosexism’. This included prioritising ‘the needs and interests of lesbians’.)

         Another panicked parliamentarian who hated this sort of thing was Viscount Buckmaster, a member of the Conservative Family Campaign, who said books like Jenny condoned if not advocated ‘things like incest and homosexuality’.3 Others still, the Earl of Halsbury and Baroness Knight, got to business drafting a law that would stop the lesbians and the gays like Eric and Martin in their tracks. In 1987 these lawmakers with their silly titles produced a draft law that would attempt to scrub our generation clean of homosexuality.

         It is true that Jenny’s family looked different from each of our own, but like us, she was treated with an ice lolly on a sunny day; like Jenny, Tash even has a dad named Martin. It is clear in the cute photographs that Jenny is loved and cared for, and yet the description of this portrait that circled around us when we were growing up is that it was a false, immoral family. And that opinion was a vote winner. The Conservatives pushed that line in a general election in 1987 and won a third successive term in government. With that fair wind behind her, in October 1987, Margaret Thatcher addressed her party conference in Blackpool as the newly re-elected prime minister:

         
            Children who need to be taught to respect traditional moral values are being taught that they have the inalienable right to be gay. 4 14

         

         The following year was 1988, when Tash turned three and Adam turned four. We were soon to enter our school careers, under the tutelage of teachers who might have used books like the one about little Jenny. This possibility was stopped because Thatcher’s government passed the law they’d been working on since before the election. The legislation banned councils and the public bodies they funded, such as schools and libraries, from ‘promoting homosexuality’ and ‘pretended family relationships’. This provision was entered into the statute as Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988. (The last piece of anti-gay legislation had been passed a century earlier, in 1885.) With Section 28, the British state had signalled loudly what many people were saying privately: homosexuality was immoral, and must not be accepted into public life.

         
            *

         

         The pages of the book in your hands hum with stories about what that evil signal meant for LGBTQ+ people. Everyone who is born or comes to live in Britain inherits a history that is insidiously and pervasively hostile towards queer folks. This hostility has taken many forms, from schoolyard slurs to religious practices, from medical pathways to the law of the land. Section 28 was just one concrete form within a landscape of prejudice and an atmosphere of hostility towards queer people across the fifty or so years covered in this book. We refer to Section 28 in this introduction because it is one thing that validated the anti-gay hostility in the air when we were growing up. We were confused about who we were and we couldn’t find the words to talk to our parents about our feelings. Paradoxically, Section 28 has also brought us our biggest project as writers and producers to date, starting with Tash climbing into a crawlspace to search for our hidden history. 15

         To understand our urge to look into recent history, we’ve had to go in search of ourselves, and where we came from. Tash came out to her parents in a burst of anger at fifteen. Both her mum and dad were fine about it but there was no further conversation. Tash was already a turbulent teenager – shouting down the stairs, scratching rage-soaked tears into her diary, and troubling her parents every time she slammed the front door and slouched away from the house. She was already isolating herself from her family, and coming out felt like something that isolated her further.

         Adam’s life was nowhere near as dramatic as all that, but he still struggled. Dodging daily shouts of ‘puff’ at school and never feeling comfortable doing the hobbies he enjoyed, he threw himself into his studies as a way to build a new life in a new place.

         Even if our parents had spotted that we were a bit different from other kids, even if they had wanted to create a way for us to talk about our sexuality, how could they have done that? Opinion leaders in the media and parliament decided that we were wrong. Men were dying of a disease called HIV/AIDS that news editors, priests, and police blamed on the sin of gay sex. Lesbians were cast as bitter because they weren’t pretty and couldn’t find a husband. The stories of queer people in our family histories were shushed out of existence. Jenny was shoved out of the library.

         Children like us, perhaps not knowing about Switchboard or not daring to call it, were refused answers. At school, Tash tried to ask two teachers for help, but they shut her down. Since ‘promoting homosexuality’ was illegal, those public servants feared for their jobs. Because local authorities funded youth clubs as well as libraries and schools, any recognition of queer life in the institutions where children like us spent our days was forced into the shadows. 16

         
            *

         

         For a moment, consider the stories that are handed down to children and teenagers by the adults around them.

         We all inherit stories that teach us about who we are. Sometimes these are cultural, as in the case of a family of football fans passing down tales of their team’s great triumphs over the decades from one generation to the next. Sometimes they are a mix of culture and ethnicity, such as descendants of migrants learning recipes that their elders brought to the UK. Sometimes the stories we inherit are about the trials of our relatives who were persecuted for the ethnicity that we share with them.

         For LGBTQ+ people, this inheritance process is different. We usually grow up around straight and cisgender people who don’t know any queer histories, and who don’t trace their own line back in this way. We have to look elsewhere for our stories. The internet was slow and shoddy. And Section 28 was doing its pernicious work, bullying people into holding their tongues and gently obscuring the already poor representation in TV and films, making these stories and lineages even harder to find. Our queer elders, whom we didn’t know, had found their pubs, swapped books, created in-jokes – they’d built a culture, but it was marginal, and held out of view from us. We were the generation growing up without experience or memories of LGBTQ+ life in the 1980s and before; but our lives were being shaped by legal changes, the AIDS epidemic, and riotous protests, even if we were unaware.

         Section 28 was repealed in 2003; by then we were reaching the age of eighteen and finishing our state education. It took us to 2019 before we truly started our own journey to recover the stories that Britain’s fear of all things queer had kept from us. Adam had learnt about his grandfather’s fishing heritage, and Tash had inherited her grandmother’s Catholicism. But as queer people, we grew up in a kind of silence. We may be the children of Section 1728; actually we are its survivors. And it is as survivors that we have found our way to our work, to honour voices excluded from history and shape stories that reimagine the future, as a way to understand what happened to us.

         The work has not been easy. We’ve realised that we, and those like us, carry a kind of grief on our shoulders – grief for the halted conversations, grief for the stories left unshared. This is why Tash was overcome with emotion in 2014 when she found the log books. They contained the hidden stories of people with the same problems and questions that she’d had, even when she didn’t know it. Our not knowing about Switchboard, or the millions of people like us who had spoken to its volunteers, hit us with a new wave of grief. We’d been carrying this grief without listening to it. This is why we spent years reading Switchboard’s log books, tracing ageing volunteers, and making three seasons of a podcast (titled, like this book, The Log Books) from 2019 to 2022. A lot of conversations needed to be had. We were making up for lost time. Throughout our childhoods, our troubled teenage years, and our young adulthoods – even for a decade before we were born – Switchboard had been taking care of people like us. This was our queer ancestry and, finally, we could hear it.

         
            *

         

         Switchboard was a gang of misfits, a stack of folders, and a bakelite telephone with a curly cord. A couple of the misfits wore suits, but most of them were scruffy. They assembled in a small room above a bookshop in King’s Cross, London, in 1974. The area was notorious as a den of depravity, inhabited by sex workers, homeless people, drug users, gays and lesbians, and radical left-wing activists. Number 5 Caledonian Road, the birthplace of Switchboard, was, on the ground floor, a ‘radical oasis’5 named 18Housmans, a bookshop stocked high with socialist, anarchist, and progressive ideas behind a green and yellow shop sign. In the 1970s, the building opened other rooms for a rotating number of groups to use. Each focused on a different movement: non-violence, peace, anti-militarism, animal rights, environmentalism, and what was then called ‘gay liberation’.6

         This was a hot, frenetic movement. In the UK, from 1970 to 1973, a group of radical activists known as the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) published a manifesto, held weekly meetings of up to 300 people, disrupted Mary Whitehouse’s religious conference, the Festival of Light, and co-organised the first Pride march. Their slogans included ‘Gay is Good’ and the less snappy ‘We demand the right to show affection in public’. By 1974 they were burnt out from trying to start a revolution, and some of their members wanted to change the world by doing something quieter than endlessly protesting. Instead of shouting, they wanted to listen.

         This is as much as Tash had heard from the volunteers she met while answering calls in the Switchboard phone room in the 2010s, and from those she’d tracked down over the years. We knew the broad strokes, but when we started to work on this book we wanted to see the details. We knew that the idea for Switchboard had come from Denis Lemon, a member of the GLF who’d helped to set up Gay News as a fortnightly newspaper in 1972. At Bishopsgate Institute in the City of London, which houses an ever-growing archival collection on LGBTQ+ life in Britain, Tash went in search of the breadcrumbs leading up to Switchboard’s beginnings. There, in the basement, she found the Gay News archive and started the search. Tash started to pull out the old copies of the newspaper and, to her surprise and delight, it was all there, written out moment by moment. 19

         The idea for Switchboard was found in Issue 31, dated October 1973, in a column headed ‘Hello. Can I help you?’ The column read, ‘Six years after the Sexual Offences Act, six years after gay activism went into business in England, it seems strange to us that we haven’t managed yet to get a central clearing house for information about the gay scene. And it’s not that there is no demand for one.’

         In 1967, the Sexual Offences Act had partially decriminalised homosexual acts between men in England and Wales. This had sent a signal of freedom to gay men, and even to the women whose homosexual acts had never been criminalised. Times were changing. Since 1967 people had been calling gay organisations in ever increasing numbers for information and help. In 1973, Gay News reported: ‘Every day at the offices, we get phone calls from people who want to know where the gay pubs are in Burnley, or where they can find a gay solicitors who will handle their legal aid case.’7

         The article announced a forthcoming meeting to try to set something up. At that meeting Denis put forward the idea of a helpline, having heard of something similar in the USA. The GLF collective had space in the basement of Housmans; those behind the phone line idea were now offered the spare room above the shop, and a few people signed up to get things moving. Thanks to Denis being the editor of Gay News, the story is documented in print. Three months after putting out his initial call, Denis wrote: ‘Actions taken so far have been the formation of a Launching Committee, the appointment of a Treasurer and the opening of a bank account … It is planned for the switchboard to become operational by the spring.’8

         The sound of the phone rang out in the room above Housmans bookshop at 5.05 p.m. on 4 March 1974. This was the first time someone had called Switchboard for help – and the first 20volunteers were there to pick up the phone. The news was splashed across the cover of Issue 42 of Gay News under the headline ‘Gay Switchboard Dial 01_8377174’. With a circulation of 18,000 copies at its height, it wasn’t a bad way to get your number out.9

         ‘I was certainly there that night,’ John Lindsay remembered when Tash interviewed him in 2023. John was the only surviving founding member of Switchboard we could trace.

         Technically, John found Tash. He had waited for her outside a talk she was giving at the Barbican Centre in London on the history of Switchboard, during the Out and About exhibition curated by Bishopsgate Institute in 2023. True to character, John had a bone to pick with Tash on some of the wording used in the exhibition, and Tash was enthralled. She had heard of John, through one person or another, but had never managed to track him down. Many of the people who were active in the seventies and early eighties had left without staying connected to the charity. But there he stood in front of her, not having attended her talk but having waited outside, patiently, to tell her what was wrong. Tash listened attentively and in that moment heard the richness in the history of Switchboard, in the collective memories of those who remembered. She thought to herself, John is my history. These queer ancestors held it all in their minds, like precious archaeological finds that need to be recorded and protected. She took his email address and promised to get the discrepancy looked into. For what it’s worth, the discrepancy was that the exhibition referred to Switchboard as ‘London Gay Switchboard’, not ‘Gay Switchboard’. John made it very clear that the founding intention of Switchboard was to be a national helpline, for anyone, anywhere.

         Having met John, Tash wanted to speak to him for longer. This is how we were doing our history: by talking, and listening. But 21reconnecting with him after the exhibition wasn’t easy. Tash spent weeks trying to contact him. He checked his email only about once a month and, despite being a founding member of a helpline, he’d told Tash that he no longer used a telephone. They eventually arranged to meet and, on a sweltering August afternoon, Tash walked into the library inside the Barbican Centre and began scouring the aisles for the living book that was John Lindsay. She found him hunched over a library computer researching homosexuality in the Renaissance. Aged seventy-six, John wore a long white beard topped with spectacles, an oversized T-shirt softened by a million washes, shorts, and sandals. The pair of them found a spot to sit, Tash clicked on the recorder, and they began.

         ‘There were not very many people,’ said John, casting his mind back half a century to the first night at Gay Switchboard, ‘only a small group of us.’ John and the others were a group of comrades with a mission and a phone. ‘Oh, it was just a fairly bare mess. I think there was a table. I think … a settee. There were a couple of chairs, it was really only the cardboard boxes … it’s amazing … after fifty years, I remember the phone number.’

         Beyond this, John confessed that his memory of the first night was patchy. How could he and the others have known the importance of that moment? How could you know that you were starting something that would continue for more than fifty years?

         ‘The problem is that the people who I can remember are all dead,’ said John, carefully placing down the names of those fallen comrades for the record, names like Ali Bucknell, who worked with John on indexing information for the fledgling helpline.

         When Tash interviewed John he no longer remembered the nature of the very first call to Switchboard – but he and the others were meticulous record keepers. Where John’s memory struggled, the paperwork picked up the story. All that remained of that first 22night, save from John’s memory, was a stack of sheets of yellowed A4 paper with a pencil grid drawn on. The grid allowed for the volunteers to complete the date, time, and type of call, and add any comments. The call categories on the very first log sheet included ‘Clubs & Pubs’, ‘Medical’, ‘VD’ (venereal disease) and ‘What’s on tonight’. These log sheets continued and later became call sheets and reports, but it’s clear from this first night that it’s the ‘Comments’ section that morphed into the log books.

         
            4 March 1974 – PLEASE DO NOT LOSE

            5.05 – refer to CHE LIC, unable to give phone no of Surrey office

            5.26 – Referred bisexual guy to talk things over

            5.35 – Leather. Visitor from abroad.

         

         Within its first thirty minutes Gay Switchboard had taken three calls that demonstrated the breadth of the information needed. They came from one caller looking for leather clubs, a bisexual person who needed to talk, and someone who got a referral to the Campaign for Homosexual Equality, a law reform group that had been running since 1964. That first night, Gay Switchboard took a total of forty-five calls. John and the others had proven their theory: people needed information and support, and a group of volunteers with a phone line could help them. They knew they’d be busy. When Tash asked John if he was nervous on that first night, he answered: ‘Oh no, I had a job to do.’

         It was thanks to John that in those early days of Switchboard volunteers could rely on index cards full of information when answering callers’ questions. John, a proud librarian, pushed his glasses up his nose and told Tash at length about his love of indexing, which began as a child with an encyclopedia. ‘The first thing that I started doing [at Switchboard] was building up a catalogue. So that when telephone calls came in, the people working on the 23telephone could look at this card index. First of all, it was by going through Gay News, and picking up anything that was mentioned.’ John didn’t know it then but he was mapping out queer life, laying it down on those index cards, recording the movements of those living in their queer bodies, creating the foundation of an incredible archive.

         John was immensely proud to have the organisation itself indexed correctly – that is, listed in the telephone directory under G for ‘gay’. This listing was a crucial factor in raising awareness for the fledgling service. With a big grin on his face, John remembered that this recognition wasn’t easy. ‘There were … negotiations with British Telecom,’ he told Tash.

         The calls kept coming. ‘At some point or other, there was a second phone,’ John half-remembered. In fact, just over a year after that first call, Switchboard began operating a twenty-four-hour service, seven days a week. More pubs and clubs were opening; more gays and lesbians were finding each other, or trying to. And thanks to things like Gay News, more of them were getting organised in the fight for rights. Volunteers at Switchboard were inundated with questions and queries:

         
            18 December 1975

            For the third successive session I have been on GS [Gay Switchboard] I have been asked genuine questions about gay sex by people who have been worried about it e.g. ‘What happens to the semen when it is inside you?’ I think this backs up (unintentional pun!) the point made a few volunteers meetings ago – that if we are asked about fucking etc we should not shy away from giving the information … It is worth satisfying a few wankers for the sake of those who are afraid of the unknown or have been conditioned by the outside world to think it ‘unnatural’. 24

             

            21 July 1975

            A guy who has been married for 16 years and is gay rang to ask for advice as he thinks his wife is also gay, he has 2 kids 1 of 15 & 1 of 10 & needed to talk with someone.

         

         As the seventies ticked over into the eighties, the service expanded. More and more calls came in from men caught by police when having sex in toilets, lesbians locked into custody battles with shitty ex-husbands, countless teenagers found homeless after being kicked out, and transgender people looking for medical contacts. And millions of calls came in, from all over the world, about what was at first a new, mysterious disease. As the decade rolled on, and more people got sick, Switchboard became a clearinghouse for good information about HIV/AIDS and safer sex. The helpline was, of course, also a counsellor to the community during a period of rampant bigotry and state homophobia. And all of this survives as ‘history’, on paper, incidentally – because the volunteers thought to record it, not for future generations to read, or for an official archival record, but to help with the day-to-day operation of the helpline.

         We were not trained historians or affiliated to an institution, but we were possessed with the need to gather all this recent queer history, and to share it. We knew the story would be about volunteers like John, and about Switchboard itself, but also the anonymous callers and the social and political contexts they found themselves in.

         Volunteers like John were there to try to clear up the mess of those years and give advice, and they did this in a very simple way, developing what became the Switchboard method: to listen, calmly, without judgement, and to ask non-directive questions. Day after day, hour after hour, they picked up the phone and said, ‘Hello Switchboard, how can I help?’ 25

         Often callers asked the volunteer a version of the question ‘Are you like me?’ When the volunteer explained that everyone at Switchboard was gay or lesbian (an identification that later broadened out to LGBTQIA+), sometimes they’d hear a sigh of relief at the other end of the line. Callers relaxed because they felt, Finally, I’m home. From 1974 onwards, many calls to Switchboard have represented ‘coming out’. A phone call to the helpline is often the first time that the caller has told anyone about their sexuality or gender identity. From day one, the Switchboard volunteer’s role in this moment was simply to listen. There is a special type of listening that occurs when the speaker knows the listener, too, has been through something similar.

         This type of listening required Switchboard, and its volunteers, to be open. No surprise that it was founded by a group of people who’d spent the early years of the 1970s marching with placards proclaiming ‘Glad to be Gay!’ They were out and proud, slipping calling cards into lesbian novels in the library, and joining political rallies under big banners carrying the name ‘Switchboard’, plus the number – always the phone number. This is how Switchboard grew: through openness. It was the openness to listen to people who were not heard elsewhere. It was the openness to declare itself to the world, to swing the doors wide and say, ‘Let’s talk’. And it was the openness to change with the times, to accept new types of volunteers, to adopt new words, to find answers to emerging questions. This openness remained at the heart of Switchboard over the decades, as the position of gays and lesbians, and then the broader LGBTQ+ community, shifted. Our rights gradually became equalised, the internet made it easier for us to find each other, and we saw ourselves on TV shows like The L Word and Queer as Folk.

         Even Section 28 was repealed, in 2003, just as we turned eighteen and started to join the world on our own terms. It would still 26take some time, however, for us to meet each other and awaken to the lives that had been going on for all those years – the pounding gay clubs recommended by Switchboard, the advice about lesbian sex and how to get it, the volunteers’ private dramas, and the unstoppable endurance of helpline volunteers who kept answering questions. We may have felt like we grew up unheard, but in fact Switchboard was listening all along.

         
            *

         

         Before Tash moved to London, she volunteered at Bristol Switchboard, one of the many Switchboards that have existed across the UK but are now long gone due to cuts in government funding and turbulent political climates. Tash was volunteering there while studying at university, having answered an ad in the local Time Out magazine stating ‘More women volunteers needed – Bristol Switchboard’. Without an interview, without any training, Tash turned up one Tuesday night for her first shift. She was handed a stuffed folder and told to read it, and if she didn’t know the answer, to ring London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard. The London volunteers were so much more knowledgeable, like a collective oracle of all Switchboards. When Tash moved to London, she knew she had to apply to volunteer there. Tash was so nervous at the interview that when she was asked to name a sex act between two women, she could only answer ‘erm, holding hands?’!

         Thrown in at the deep end, Tash received a new education. To start with she learnt endless terms to describe different sex acts, from iceboxing to felching, and was taught the best way to have anal sex for the first time. The next week she was shown how best to handle suicide calls and what the signs of abuse could be. It was a lot, but the trainers knew they had a job to do. Jeremy Adams, 27who was one of Tash’s trainers back in 2012, had joined Switchboard in the mid-nineties:

         
            The training at Switchboard was the hardest I’ve ever had to do. I think there were sixteen of us on the course, and three trainers, so nineteen LGBT people in a room together, which was, firstly: whoa! And secondly, I’d spent most of my life hiding behind the job.

         

         Tash found it surreal to hear her trainer Jeremy speak this way about his early days, and how it was so different from his day job. On training, he said:

         
            You’re in a room where nobody gives a shit about what you do … and I found that really hard to start with. I remember during the initial training periods, I used to walk around the block a few times, just to get the courage. And of course you’re completely filled with doubt, can I do it, oh my god, and the seriousness of what the thing was, you could be talking to somebody who is about to commit suicide. This is real.

         

         Tash really felt that, too, especially when she started to take calls and became one of the many voices of Switchboard. It was this connection that drew Tash so deeply into the log books in 2014.

         Separately, at that time Adam was just starting to have sex. He was twenty-nine years old, and until then had kept his body and its desires to himself. He shed his shame and found pleasure – not just from sex with other men, but also through friendship and emotional intimacy. Over the next few years, these experiences began to change the course of his career. He stayed working on staff as a journalist and social media editor for publications but gradually started to make short films, write articles, and produce podcasts about gay life and LGBTQ+ history. In 2019 he jumped 28into self-employment to dedicate himself to projects like these, to live and create a more integrated life.

         By the time Adam went independent, the log books had left the crawlspace in the Switchboard building. Tash had worked with other volunteers to conceive of the log books, the photographs, the meeting minutes, and the posters as an ‘archive’. They were all packed carefully into boxes and moved into Bishopsgate Institute as part of the archival collection mentioned earlier. The archivists there catalogued Switchboard’s log books over three years. They laid down a way to protect them and preserve their confidentiality while also opening up their stories.

         Tash was the first to carry these stories out into the world. She pulled her favourites into a talk which she toured round various institutions during LGBTQ+ History Month in 2019. This is where we met: Tash presenting her discoveries, and Adam shopping for an enticing project. Adam sat in the audience, staring at Tash’s photos of scrawled log book entries, with his imagination reproducing the voices of the callers and volunteers down the line. This needs to be heard, he thought, approaching Tash after the talk to say, ‘Hello, can we make a podcast?’

         A door had opened when Tash had found the log books, a door to a community that was waiting to be heard. That night we walked through that door together. We didn’t know it at the time, but we were about to become historians.

         We found a third producer with radio journalism experience, Shivani Dave, and the three of us got on with it. First, Adam went into the archive as Tash had done, to read the log books. Entries were collected and grouped into themes that would become episodes. Next, Tash and Adam set about interviewing people with memories of the same years covered in the log books. We started talking and listening. We began with the Switchboard volunteers 29whom Tash already knew: Julian, Lisa, Diana, Femi, Richard, and Ruth. Tash had spoken to them all in passing and each one enticed her in with a line from a long-forgotten story of Switchboard. We had no idea how much these people would come to mean to us.

         Former call handlers let us into their homes, offered us tea, sat patiently while we set up our recording equipment. As they told us their stories, they embellished with their hands – the same hands that had written the notes in the log books all those years ago.

         For every answer they gave us, we needed more context. One interviewee might refer to women going to court to keep their kids, and we’d need to ask them to spell out why. Another might joke about a tactic used to avoid a police officer in a train station toilet, and we needed them to give us a history lesson about gay sex. We were finally learning about the context that we were born into, hearing the stories that didn’t exist in our own families, and the ones that our government had censored. It was as though we were finding our queer ancestors and hearing the tales of our people for the first time.

         The volunteers’ memories were captured in our project too, everything from how they felt listening to the callers to their lives rushing from the day job to the phone room, or visiting gay pubs so they knew which to recommend. Given the chance to remember and to talk, they often led us out of the phone room and onto the loud streets of King’s Cross in 1977 for a pint. They walked us through the lesbian marches of the eighties, the sexy, semen-stained S&M nights of the nineties, and they shed their tears once more for those whom they had loved and lost. They had never been just faceless voices on one end of a phone call – they were people affected by the same issues as the callers.

         Then we went wider, finding more and more people to listen to, lives lived in parallel to the log books. We listened to stories of 30love, romance, and betrayal. Harrowing tales of the pain wrought by HIV/AIDS, told by men who’d lost countless friends and lovers. They made us laugh, cry, and sometimes grimace at how relatable some of them were to us today. We spoke to people who had called Switchboard decades earlier, sweat returning to their palms all these years later. The memories conjured up the same emotions as we sat there and listened to them – they became nervous, silent callers once more, anxious people with racing hearts. But we were there to hold them, and, unlike the volunteers at Switchboard, we got to hear what happened next. They all gave us their voices, and we recorded their lives, listening and learning. These stories and many more are coming up in this book. But in these pages we intend to do much more than retell stories that were originally recorded for a podcast.

         What we realised as we collected stories over three podcast seasons is that we were filling in the gaps in our own history. For the most part our biological family stories didn’t contain meet-cutes of women getting together in a lesbian bar. They didn’t include tales of men having to evade police just to have sex with each other. Even little Jenny’s story of eating breakfast with her dad and his boyfriend was hidden from us. At school we rightly learnt about the movement for women’s suffrage, but not the gay liberation protests. We never got any official queer history lessons – it was illegal!

         In the log books we finally found the stories we should have inherited: stories of people searching for love, or sex (lots of sex), fighting for rights, finding friends, making homes, building families, and, more than occasionally, trying to bring down the imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy. This is why our project was important – it was a reclamation for our entire generation. 31

         The Switchboard callers and volunteers, and every person we’ve interviewed, are extra parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts, sharing their war stories and their wisdom. This is our queer ancestry. This is who we are. It is an inheritance filled with histories, herstories, theirstories, life lessons, and lived experiences, specifically ones that have not been shared before, or ones that risk being drowned out by other histories that focus on activists and legal rights. The podcast was our education – it opened doors to so many stories, but even more questions.

         We were naïve. This was so new to us, and our personal excitement and overwhelm at this ‘discovering’ made us giddy and gooey-eyed, obsessed with the collecting. Like sugar-addicted kids we wanted more, but didn’t notice the impact that it was having on us. Mics in hand we reached out to hear the stories of our elders; and now we have had the space to see how that changed us. This book is the unravelling of our lives as we reframed the stories we heard and saw how they changed who we were – like the log books, we are also living archives.

         One feature of this inheritance is its revelation that we share something unique with those who have lived LGBTQ+ lives before us. This is why we have added our own stories and reflections throughout this book. Another feature is that our queer ancestry has huge gaps. The log books are not a comprehensive survey of LGBTQ+ life: for a start, historically Switchboard took far more calls from men than from women. In the podcast and in this book we’ve used interviews to fill these gaps and add context. The result of all this work – that is, the learning of our history and our discovery of queer ancestry – is our realisation that the lives of our elders, often hidden, have so much to teach us.

         In making the podcast we came to see how we were following the tradition of listening to the stories of our elders, one of the 32only ways that queer histories have been passed down, as opposed to the police records and laws that tell the story of our oppression. We were trying to tell our histories our way, in a queer way. It wasn’t about statistics or saucy gay kings; it wasn’t about Oscar Wilde or even the radical activists who’d shouted the loudest. Our queer history was quieter, and from people who were largely unknown. This story is grounded in the millions of everyday people who called Switchboard for help and the many who didn’t but wished they had, the experiences of the volunteers who listened to them, and, finally, us – the children of Section 28.

         
            *

         

         The log books are a treasure trove; and the once-living archives like John Lindsay are even more valuable.

         During the writing of this book, John died. It was August 2024, and it had been exactly a year since Tash had sat down and interviewed him in the Barbican library. It was hard to hear the news. Tash attended his funeral at Pembroke Lodge in Richmond Park, London. She wore shorts, like John always did. His partner Tim spoke gently, through tears, of meeting John twenty-seven years ago, and of their life together. People shared memories of their times with John in the GLF, living with him in the squats of east London, and how he believed in the power of sharing information. They recounted tales of stubbornness and gruffness throughout his life, but also confusion near the end. In a moment where people were invited to share their memories, Tash stood up and shared hers. She wanted everyone there to know that John had heard Switchboard’s phone ring out for the first time, and that by the time of his death fifty years later, the charity had taken over four million calls.

         The last founding member of Switchboard that we could find was gone. Tash had managed to record John and capture his 33memories of setting up Switchboard, and writing all those index cards, in his own words. And now they are laid out in this book. So many more comrades have been lost. Many didn’t survive the HIV/AIDS epidemic. David Seligman, who always wore a suit for his shifts in the phone room and worked so hard to professionalise the helpline, was around when we were making the podcast, but not well enough for an interview. He passed away before we started writing this book. We didn’t know enough about the value of David’s work until it was too late for us to ask him how he did it. We have evidence of his work in the log books (his notes written loudly in all caps and wide letters), but little else. We don’t know what his voice sounded like. This is why recording queer people’s memories is important. Memories are often the only ‘history’ that we have.

         Hundreds of hours of audio, pages and pages of notes, voices, and stories – our stories, our history. It is history that everyone should know. We didn’t know that when we started this project to collect a few stories, we were at the beginning of something bigger – a journey that would re-educate us, and change us for ever. 34
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            1

            ‘A bit confused, excited …’

            Sex, desire, and the freedom of enjoying your body

         

         
            21 January 1989

            There is a young woman who has rung 6 times this evening and gives the tale that she and her girlfriend of the same age want to know what they can do to each other sexually and then wants to know what men do to each other.

         

         Tash’s first kiss with a girl was a hot mess. It was a girl from school and it took place one night down a back alley. Although it was grotty behind the bins, nothing could dampen the pleasure Tash felt inside. Every molecule in her body vibrated with desire. The next morning that feeling was cut with terror. She did not want to be gay. She knew what that meant, and how she would be seen: a lesbian. It was 2001, and it was clear what the world thought of people like that. Similarly conflicted feelings can be found in numerous log book entries:

         
            9 February 2002

            Female caller under 20, very upset & crying saying ‘I don’t want to be gay’. Very traumatic. She’s starting to explore her feelings, use family/friends as support which I encouraged. Will probably call back.

         

         Tash may have been reluctant and ashamed, but she was also a defiant person. Rather than holding her desire in, she let it out and ran into a world of sex with women. In fact, in her late teenage 36years and twenties, she hurt some of them by acting recklessly and carelessly in pursuit of her unfettered desire.

         Adam didn’t want to be gay, either. Adam became sexually active at the age of fifteen, around the year 2000, but only with himself. He had some lads’ mags with sexy women in bikinis, and quite a lot of photos of naked guys from the internet, printed line by line with the family inkjet printer. For the next fourteen years he pleased himself. The pictures became videos, his hand his long-term partner. When he first had sex with someone else at twenty-nine, it was gay and it was good, and it changed his life.

         When we both read the log books in our thirties, the act felt salacious. We were thirsty for all this sexy gossip we had missed out on. We wanted more. But as we consumed these stories, the related feelings we had held so tightly began to untangle. All the people who had called Switchboard to talk about sex had experienced the same hormones as us. We all desired other people, but somehow the way that we felt about ourselves and who we desired was almost too much to bear.

         Who had made us hate ourselves so much?

         Our parents hadn’t talked to us about sex very much, and if they tried we blocked them. Our teachers were working inside legal and social constraints, bound by the reticence in society to talk to adolescents about sex. We sat through our so-called sex education, present but not included. At an all-girls grammar school Tash was given an overripe banana and a condom. No prizes for guessing which one remained a staple in her life. Adam’s teacher showed his class a clip from the film Trainspotting because it included an incidental condom use during the terrors of heroin withdrawal. We learnt about men and women having sex to make babies, or how to avoid the babies. All these lessons focused on pregnancy and sexual health, not relationships or pleasure. Where was the sexy 37detail? The sexual world was revealed to us through the lens of reproductive heterosexuality and disease.

         And, worse, some people were working actively against us, from powerful government ministers to campaigners like the ones who dropped this leaflet at a school:

         
            9 February 1992

            Young woman, 16, phoned to say how angry she was about sex education leaflet given to her at school describing gays as ‘seasoned perverts acting to corrupt impressionable minds & bodies etc etc blah blah blah!’ She read me out what it said … & it’s outrageous. The leaflet by a group called:

            Youth Concern

            ℅ Family + Youth Concern

            Who are they? They sound very dangerous and pernicious!

         

         With teachers who were either actively homophobic or censored by the state or by groups like ‘Youth Concern’, if we’d had questions, the only place we could have turned to was Switchboard.

         What Switchboard did from 1974, and through our adolescence, was revolutionary. Volunteers were committed to answering callers’ questions about sex and sexual health without judgement. The log books show that for many people the moment they called Switchboard was the first time they had spoken about their desires with anyone. Many callers lived at home under a policy of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’. The silence these callers faced at home, at school, in society, was deafening. As we read the entries, we were reminded of our own sexual histories … and just how difficult they had been for us.

         We were born into a time when the dominant social attitude was against us. In the British Social Attitudes survey of 1983, respondents were asked their views on sexual relations between two adults 38of the same sex. Half said these were ‘always wrong’. In 1984 and 1985, our years of birth, the figure went up to 54 per cent and then 59 per cent. By 1987 it was 64 per cent. A further 11 per cent said it was ‘sometimes wrong’, meaning that when we were little, three-quarters of British people were against homosexuality.1

         We both grew up amid shame, confusion, and fear. Much later, through the log books, we noticed that the careful listening of Switchboard volunteers could show us a better, alternative way, even if we didn’t benefit from it when we needed it. There is an entry in Switchboard’s first log book that says:

         
            12 June 1975

            Transexual call: fuck society for twisting people.

         

         During one of Tash’s early journeys into the log books, this line made her stop dead. She took a picture immediately and sent it to friends, asking: What’s changed? It made Tash think about a time in her twenties, when she asked her dad when he first thought she might be gay. He replied saying that he had always known from the way she liked to play. When Tash was four she asked everyone to call her ‘Jase’, after Jason Donovan; her family had been supportive and thought she had a little crush on the Neighbours actor. But it wasn’t that. Jason was her role model. She wanted to play at being a ‘he’, but she was a kid and lots of kids do this when they are little. When she read that log book line about society twisting people, she saw that something else had grown on top of all of her innocent play in wanting to be Jase. Maybe her shame wasn’t just about her sexual desires.

         
            *

         

         Since sex was one of Switchboard’s primary calling cards from the moment the phone lines opened, when we began to collect stories 39from the log books, we started with the sexy ones. Before the internet, people had been calling Switchboard with the most fundamental questions:

         
            21 September 1995

            Caller rang to thank us for advice given a week or so ago about having sex for the first time – it all went brilliantly!

         

         This person had called Switchboard because he’d wanted to take a first step to discovering his desires. Volunteer Julian Hows never forgot those kinds of questions. ‘Is it painful to be fucked? Is it painful to fuck?’ he remembered. When Adam recorded his stories in 2019, he fired off classic queries fast, like a stand-up comedian telling an old one. ‘The thing of lubricant, of relaxation, of taking things gently. There was more to sex than fucking, anyway.’

         Adam sat across from Julian, recorder in hand, lapping up every word. He had not spent much time in the company of outrageous queens like Julian. As he told his stories, Julian twinkled his eyes and flung his arms about, relishing the sex gossip, even, possibly, flirting with Adam.

         Julian explained how he and the other volunteers built a diverse and filthy knowledge base of sex acts, dirty places, tools, terms, and toys. These people had archived our sexy histories without even knowing it. What a treasure trove to reach us all those years later, as we sat in a formal, silent archive reading the log books. Perhaps they are the filthiest books in existence.

         ‘We had the complete list,’ grinned Julian. ‘There became the famous thing of wearing a teddy bear in one’s left-hand back jeans pocket. [It] meant I was a cuddler, and wearing it in the right-hand meant I wanted to be cuddled.’ Julian laughed a ragged smoker’s laugh and summed up Switchboard’s role in talking about sex: 40‘The community asked a question and then amongst the volunteers we’d sort it out.’

         There was no stupid question about sex, remembered Femi Otitoju, who was an integral Switchboard volunteer for many years. ‘One of the ones I remember most of all was, “I’ve managed to persuade this woman over to my house, she’s coming and she’s staying tonight, and I’ve never had sex with a woman before and I don’t really know what to do.”’ Femi explained how she used to handle those kinds of calls. ‘You’d start with very practical things like, “Do you masturbate, how does that feel for you?”’

         Women would ask if penetration was acceptable to lesbians; men would ask if anal sex was compulsory, and how to not cum too soon.

         Through listening and asking questions, volunteers like Femi came to understand what a caller liked to do with their body already, and what they wanted to try. The volunteer would sometimes give options, suggesting techniques and moves – but always making sure the caller knew they should be in control of their body. This is how the threads of feminism and gay liberation, as political movements, made it into the practical support offered by Switchboard volunteers. The volunteers were doing this work in the seventies and eighties, long before Tash and Adam needed sex education, but even by the time we got ours in the nineties, it was nowhere near the quality of that offered by people like Femi to those who managed to call Switchboard. When we read the log books and interviewed the volunteers, it dawned on us what we had missed. We’d been longing for something unnamed, until we heard our elders like Femi name it.

         As a teenager Tash felt like a freak, not daring to look at girls she fancied in case they noticed. She didn’t dare to snog other girls during games of spin the bottle. She was ashamed of the 41feelings in her body. She didn’t want to stand out. The idea of someone sitting down with Tash to listen and to talk like Femi had done to all those callers seems like something from another world – and yet it was so close to us.

         As Adam was growing up in Cleethorpes and Grimsby, without knowing it he probably passed places where men met for sex. That is the queer life: it is both ubiquitous and invisible at the same time. Switchboard volunteers have told us all about the many symbols that different LGBTQ+ peoples have used to connect, sometimes secretly, with others. Queer people love a symbol, especially when it’s about sex – badges, pendants, karabiners, earrings. For men seeking men, one symbol was so important in the seventies and eighties, and so complicated, that it led to calls like these ones:

         
            22 September 1976

            [Newspaper clipping] South Humberside. Slim 38, own home etc. wants to meet bloke with black handkerchief in left hand pocket or right.

            [Written by volunteer] Okay you infomaniacs – I just had a guy on the phone asking what this is about. Left for dominant, right for submissive. Yellow means golden showers, but black? Or red? Maybe we should have more readily available info on leather/denim/s&m things??

             

            4 October 1976

            A guy phoned asking if we knew ‘The Handkerchief Code’ We didn’t know. Does anyone else?

         

         The ‘hanky code’ is a way to signal a sexual desire and your role within it. You choose a handkerchief in a colour that symbolises the specific sex act, and you stuff it into your jeans pocket so 42the colour hangs out on display. Whether you wear it in the left or the right pocket says exactly what you’d like your relative role to be in the sex act. So when one caller asked what a red hanky meant, the volunteers realised they had to pool their knowledge and make sure they were all up to date. That’s why one of them carefully drew a table of the code across a full page in the log book on 16 October 1976. When Tash came across it during her research, she devoured it, line by sexy-fun-hilarious line. We suspected that the volunteer had had a laugh with some of the entries …

         
            
               

	
                
                           
                           LEFT HIP POCKET

                
                           
                           (butch and sadistic)


            
                        
                        	COLOUR
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           RIGHT HIP POCKET

                
                           
                           (passive and masochistic)





	Fist fucker
            
                        
                        	Red
            
                        
                        	Fist fuckee



	A. Fucker
            
                        
                        	Blue
            
                        
                        	Put your heels on his shoulders



	A Whipper
            
                        
                        	Black
            
                        
                        	What else? A Whippee



	Came straight from the office, didn’t have time to change
            
                        
                        	White
            
                        
                        	Had time but is signalling non-conforming to the code



	His hang-up (or down) is size – the bigger the better
            
                        
                        	Mustard
            
                        
                        	Has eight inches or more



	69s are what I have in mind tonight
            
                        
                        	Robin’s egg blue
            
                        
                        	Anything but 69 tonight 43




	Unlimited, but wants to discuss pre-Columbian art first
            
                        
                        	Puce
            
                        
                        	Looking for a discussion on pre-Columbian art



	Hustler – selling
            
                        
                        	Green
            
                        
                        	Hustler – buying



	Golden shower – pisser
            
                        
                        	Yellow
            
                        
                        	Golden shower – receiver



	Drag in disguise
            
                        
                        	Lavender
            
                        
                        	His sister Kate



	The insouciant habit of anything, anytime
            
                        
                        	Orange
            
                        
                        	Nothing. Never. His legs are glued together with Bostick



	Shitter
            
                        
                        	Khaki brown
            
                        
                        	Shitee






         

         Julian could even have been the joker who made this entry. He told us he had a multicoloured hanky. ‘When you pull[ed] it out, like a magician’s hanky, it became all the colours!’

         As the hanky code reveals, sex practices can be varied. LGBTQ+ people are often particularly adventurous, and also happy to talk about what they get up to. If you can imagine a kink, Switchboard has heard about it:

         13 August 2001

         Caller rang wanting to know about ‘adult babies’ groups – people dressing up in nappies. Couldn’t find anything on database (Checked fetish/other). Anyone know of anything? 44

         
            27 August 2002

            Anyone else take a call from a guy in his 30s near Lancaster who says that he doesn’t fancy men or women, just people dressed up in Rubber Fishing Gear? He sounded very genuine!

             

            25 February 1994 – 6 a.m.

            First call for an hour. I’ve just found out what a toilet slave is. Yuk.

             

            2 January 1976

            Guy called would like to form a group for gays who are podophiles (ie lovers of feet). If an extensive and exhaustive list of people who have the same penchant could be prepared he will ring in a month or so to see who is interested.

            I had an amazing ½ hour talk about my feet (he almost chatted them up!), his feet, dancers’ feet, his lover’s foot (one lost in war).

            The great thing about S/B is that I managed not to have hysterics not having had experience of this before. In fact I got quite fascinated.

         

         Another volunteer replied to the last entry to recommend that the caller advertise in Gay News to find others who were interested in feet. We loved coming across entries like that, showing how much the volunteers took callers’ interests seriously, but also revealing that Switchboard was staffed by humans. Two of the volunteers above were, at least in the privacy of the log book, a little dismissive of their callers’ kinks. The service was non-judgemental, but when it comes to sex and fetishes, we all have our biases.

         Calls like these often stuck in volunteers’ minds years after they’d been taken. When Adam interviewed former volunteer Jeremy Adams in 2019, he could still recall one of the first calls he took soon after joining twenty-five years earlier, in 1994. ‘It was a morning shift, and the person said, “Hello I just want to talk to you before my master hangs me, is that alright?”’ 45

         Even though he’d been trained, Jeremy didn’t initially know how to address someone who was in a master–slave sexual dynamic within a BDSM context. During his interview with Adam, Jeremy sat in a black roll neck jumper in his office in the theatre where he was working, and he explained in his calm and inquisitive tone: ‘Of course this was a relationship this person had with this master, and every Tuesday at eleven o’clock they went through this ritual hanging. Perfectly normal.’

         Learning about the BDSM world is a particularly deep education for many volunteers. ‘It’s so easy to start putting our interpretation [on them],’ said Jeremy, ‘“Are you happy being a slave? Are you happy being hanged every morning?” But actually that’s what they wanted to do and that’s what they liked doing. You’re perfectly safe, you’re happy … all the different people in their different lives, and the different things they do.’

         It is through calls like these that Switchboard developed its unique training in how to be non-judgemental. As Jeremy says, whatever your initial thoughts were, you had to put them aside. This was the power of Switchboard: callers knew they would not be judged. Sometimes, though, it’s impossible not to have a laugh about this stuff.

         
            10 January 1993

            Caller (w): ‘Can you tell me about Clone Zone?’

            Me: ‘yes it’s a shop selling everything from lycra shorts + underwear to leather harnesses + nipple clamps. Predominantly gay boys but some women use it. Why, what do you want?’

            (thinks she’s looking to buy a dildo)

            Caller: ‘Well I’ve just found an access receipt in my husband’s pocket!’

            !! 46

             

            4 March 1995

            I had a call … #1 this guy phones and says:

            ‘Hello, can you tell me about S&M please’

            I thought he said M&S – i.e. Marks & Sparks. So I said ‘what are you looking for’,

            ‘something new and different’ he replied.

            ‘Well’ said I, ‘you ought to try the big store at Marble Arch, they put new lines in there all the time.’

            ‘New lines? Oh no I’m not into piercing.’

            The penny dropped.

         

         
            *

         

         Although Switchboard pooled an orgy of information about sexual practices and subcultures, it was not set up to link people directly together. That’s why volunteers suggested callers advertise in gay newspapers or go to certain places to find like-minded people. It’s why teenaged Tash went to a place called Zeros in Plymouth, seeking a sexual match in a queer club. We are both of the generation that straddles two sexual epochs: the era of the dating app, and the era before. Grindr launched in 2009 and changed almost everything in the interactions between men who have sex with men. By the time Adam started to have sex in 2014, Grindr was ubiquitous, and it definitely helped him to make up for lost time in exploring his sexual body with others. Other apps launched, catering to different bodies, sexualities, and preferences. But before all of that, websites helped people to connect. Gaydar Girls opened up an online world for Tash while she was still at school. After connecting via scratchy dial-up modem, she was presented mainly with offers of threesomes from ‘straight’ couples – not what she wanted, but still a world filled with potential. Others included Man Hunt and Gaydar, and the forums on Gingerbeer, 47which was a community website for lesbian and bisexual women in London.

         A lesbian called Fisch said she got some of the weirdest responses when she chatted to women on Gingerbeer. ‘I think they were more your woolly jumper … lentil-eating lesbians,’ she remembered, when Adam spoke to her in 2021. ‘I just said, “Does anybody fancy some casual sex?”’ Although she got a digital cold shoulder, she did meet up with some people that way. But as someone who was active in the dyke sex clubs of the eighties and nineties, Fisch said that meeting online wasn’t right for her. ‘I’m old-school,’ she said. ‘I’d rather see what someone smells like.’ As a dedicated sniffer, Adam knew exactly what she meant.

         Fisch’s story connected with those of callers to Switchboard who were looking to share physical space with someone else. If the log books make it clear that people want to discover their desires, the stories we’ve collected of people doing this reveal just how much sex and desire are bodily experiences – visceral, sweaty, smelly.

         This is what people like Fisch wanted, and what all those callers who asked for help in exploring their fetishes wanted. It is also what the men who had sex in public wanted. For centuries before apps like Grindr, websites like Gingerbeer, and helplines like Switchboard, men had been meeting in public toilets and the dark corners of parks to get off with each other. The log books are a chronicle of this unique part of the queer experience. They contain countless entries about ‘cruising’, the practice of looking for sex in a public place, and about ‘cottages’, places such as public toilets that were known as spaces where men met for sex. These are histories we know about, but these entries are unique because they are told through the voices of those who lived in these moments. These are the people behind the police records, the mugshots, 48and even the lucky escapes. We were looking at our history, being told by those who lived it, not by those who tried to suppress it.

         
            15 May 1975

            Does a gay beach count as outside cruising? Well, where do we draw the line with what information we give? Are we simply keeping on the right side of the law or are we moralising in the way the creators of law want us to? Aren’t we supposed to disagree with what the law/tradition/other people … say we should do? Whose game are we playing – ours or theirs? I know it’s debatable but what does the team think?

             

            28 October 1975

            A caller asked specifically for all-night cruising places. I told him. Is this now ok?

            I don’t intend to offer such info unless asked for it specifically, and will give warnings and respectable alternatives.

         

         Specific acts in cruising and cottaging were criminalised even after the partial decriminalisation of homosexuality in 1967. There was a common assumption that men having sex in a public toilet were particularly turned on by the location and the risk of being discovered. This was true for some. But for many men, sex in this way was their only option. They may not have been out, as ‘gay’ or ‘bisexual’. They may not have felt comfortable going to a gay pub or a gay social group. They may not have been able to have men come home with them, if their desires were secret from the people they lived with – housemates, landlords, or family members. As we did our research on this in 2019–24, Adam experienced the exact same issues in sex spaces and his own sex life.

         Most of the calls regarding this public sex were about police actions against the men who were doing it, and we knew that 49would be a big piece of work to investigate. Initially we stuck to researching the fact that it was happening and, most interestingly, how it was sparking debates among the volunteers in the phone room.

         
            12 October 1975

            On the subject of cruising: The trouble with the cruising scene is that the whole concept has become abused and distorted. Surely the idea of cruising is that a guy goes, say, to Holland Walk (of which I used to be very fond) in the hope of meeting someone with whom to trick, or if he is fortunate enough, with whom he can form a more lasting relationship. (I was lucky and met someone there whom I loved and lived with for 3 years, until he had to go back to the US). On returning to that place it seems that the whole scene has shifted to the dark stretch of pathway at the top where groups of gays stand around with their hands in one anothers’ parts.

            Can you imagine how this must strike people who are using the walk simply to get home at night? Is it unreasonable that the fuzz [police] get complaints from the public and act on them (which they are obliged to do) or even do so on their own initiative? Shit! I know what these people are doing and yet each time I see the whole zombie-like scene it gives me the creeps. Faceless forms groping at each other.

            I have actually seen two cops go up to a het couple who were snogging on a bench in Holland Walk and ask them to leave – without hassling the gay guys at all! So why should gays expect to be allowed to indulge in masturbation in a public place without trouble? That includes cottages.

            But apart from anything else – it’s much nicer to do things in a bed. 50

         

         This entry drew a few responses from other volunteers, agreeing or disagreeing, and another who added a ditty:

         
            WHY BEAT SOMEONE’S MEAT IN A STREET

            OR SHOOT YOUR LOAD ON THE ROAD

            WHEN YOU CAN WANK IT

            BENEATH A BLANKET

            AND PERHAPS EVEN DISCOVER

            A LOVER

         

         That poet then added, ‘It’s been rather quiet tonight.’ Broadly, Switchboard seemed to be in favour of public sex, knowing that being against it would put the volunteers on the side of homophobic public policy and the state. As Julian remembered, it was easy to argue in favour of cruising in public places because it involved only those who actually wanted sex:

         
            This whole idea of it offending public decency or something like that? Well, no, because most people who were using [a cottage] for normal purposes of a toilet came in, went to the nearest cubicle, went straight out again … it’s not as if people were accosting people who were not using it for that, because there’d have been no point anyway. What was the point when there was so much delectable flesh on offer anyway?!

         

         Volunteers like Julian were nothing if not sex-positive, and they were often sex radicals. We felt liberated meeting these queer elders who had such progressive thoughts. It pushed us to explore our own, and Adam found his way into sex clubs more and more when he wasn’t in the archive. Some volunteers, however, had let their personal prejudices make it on to the pages of the log books, as in this exchange about the use of poppers, a drug common among gay men: 51

         
            29 August 1975

            [Volunteer David:] People who sniff poppers need an extra physical kick from sex as they get no emotional satisfaction.

            [Volunteer Anon.:] You sanctimonious tie-wearer

         

         We both loved reading these debates in the pages of the log books. They often carved out the same ethical positions as the ones that we experienced much later; no doubt the question of what is morally acceptable and what is not will continue far into the future, too. But Adam’s particular response to all the chatter about public sex on the phone lines, as revealed in the log books, was one of amazement. He’d previously suppressed his desires and been one of the people Julian was describing: blind to what was going on in train station toilets and the corners of parks. Opening up sexually had opened his eyes, too. Then, through reading the log books, Adam was able to see his place in a glorious history – a history of bodies discovering themselves and each other, enjoying pleasure, and living their freedoms while evading the forces that would stop them. (Also, it’s just hot to look around and tune into the web of sexual energy that governs our public interactions.)

         Tash had a different response altogether: where were the women wanting to have public sex with women? And all the other people in between the binary genders? Where were their illicit, sexy stories? Tash had had sex in public, from parks to graveyards, beaches to secret rooms in the backs of bars, as well as in beds under duvets at night while the cat slept downstairs. There was something different here that Tash was drawn to, much like the writer Amelia Abraham. In an interview for Granta in 2024, Abraham explained why few people except masculine-presenting cis-men would feel safe to head out into the dark of night for a walk, let alone in search of sex. ‘Cruising is not as accessible for many people, such as some disabled 52queer people,’ said Abraham. ‘It is perhaps riskier for Black and brown people in terms of policing, and it is less physically safe for trans people and women. Yet it is often talked about as a radical practice … “as gay as it gets”, as it were – and I have felt frustrated by that sentiment for these reasons.’2

         Tash found herself longing to be part of that disruption in the log books, which itself was a complex reaction to an act that has grown out of oppression. Even though there were no stories of women cruising in the log books, that didn’t mean that it didn’t happen. What unified both of our experiences in reading about public sex in the log books was the experience of an absence. Tash found that something was missing, and Adam hadn’t even seen something that was there. We realised as we heard about all the queer sex in our histories that we felt this absence – for ourselves, sometimes, and also for all the people who wanted to discover their desires but couldn’t.

         This was a theme explored in a stage show produced by Breach Theatre and first staged in 2023, After the Act. The title referred to Section 28 and the show was created and performed by people who, like us, grew up in the wake of that homophobic law. Our interviewee Ed Lees saw After the Act in 2023 and found himself weeping at the end. ‘It’s really hard to capture an absence and how it impacts on you,’ he said. He’d grown up without queer role models or a queer person to speak to. And it’s why when he did come out and started to expand his discovery, he went to a different continent to do it. ‘I was so scared in those two years of exploring and coming out,’ he remembered, realising that he’d travelled to spend time in Buenos Aires partly because he needed to be away from friends and family if he was going to practise being the real Ed.

         
            *

         

         53The absence that people like Ed and us have wanted to fill pre-dates Section 28. It is there throughout history, produced by other homophobic laws, the violent enforcement of patriarchy and the gender binary, and much more. We were brought into a society that had been excluding queer people for centuries, and that would still have continued even if Thatcher’s lot had failed to pass Section 28. Switchboard started to address this all in 1974. It could only directly help the people who managed to call, but for those people it was a lifesaver. The unique thing about being LGBTQ+ is the need to find a time, space and language to discover your body and its desires. How did Switchboard volunteers set about this enormous task? How did they gather knowledge of sex and how to talk about it?

         From day one of Switchboard it was important that all listening volunteers had the same level of knowledge. This was not an easy task, staffed as it was with gays and lesbians whose lives might not otherwise have crossed. ‘I remember sitting next to a gay man hearing him talking to what I perceived to be a lesbian, about lesbian sexual practice,’ said Femi, ‘and I must say, more than once I was more than slightly surprised at some of the things …’

         We had both seen Femi’s name in pink pen dotted across the log books, and pictures of her at various Prides in amazing dresses and leather capes. We knew we wanted to speak to her, and she was one of the first people we contacted when we sought elders to interview. Adam was the one to do it, nearly giving himself a heart attack as he cycled uphill towards her house and arriving, out of breath, just on time. He was pleased he’d pushed himself, as Femi had the air of someone who would remember if he’d arrived late. She welcomed him in and they sat down on a soft sofa. Her large, tidy house was intimidating enough, but then Femi herself – the former volunteer with the pink pen – sat 54across from Adam waiting, and he had to ask her about lesbian sex in the seventies.

         Often the male volunteers’ knowledge of lesbian sex fell behind, Femi told Adam. She said that the helpline worked on the principle that everybody had to be prepared to talk to anybody about anything. One day, she said, it became clear that certain colleagues needed a refresher course on lesbians’ body parts and what was possible with them. She smiled at the memory; it was remembering stories like these that softened Femi. (And in fact, over multiple interviews with us both over the years, her seriousness turned playful.)

         ‘Some of us lesbians got together and decided that we would do an in-service training session on lesbian sex and sexual practice,’ she said to Adam. It is no surprise that Femi took on this role during her time, as she is a natural trainer. She founded a business in 1985 to advise public and private organisations on diversity, and pioneered training around unconscious bias in the workplace.

         Talking about vulvas, even to men, came naturally too. ‘I thought, I’ll teach them biology … So I bought a great roll of lining wallpaper and drew a massive great diagram as big as my dining-room table.’ The point of Femi’s workshop was to centre this anatomy in a conversation about pleasure. When Tash first heard this interview she was transported back to herself as a teenager; how much better, how much more authentic and expansive, would sex education have been if it was done like this?

         ‘I drew this great big vulva, clitoris, hood, rolled it all up and took it on the bus to the West London Day Centre, where we tended to hold our in-service training sessions,’ said Femi. ‘I don’t know what happened to the elastic band … but as I came down the stairs on the bus, this wretched thing fell out of my hand and rolled down the stairs and opened up.’ Femi tilted back with 55laughter at the memory. ‘There were some very shocked people at the bottom of the stairs. We had a lot of fun in those days!’

         Presumably Femi’s training session went well, and the men of Switchboard were more equipped to talk about lesbian sex (and ditto the bus passengers). ‘Getting gay men to at least know what women did in pairs together was always a revelation,’ Julian said, ‘but I’m sure it was just as much a revelation to some lesbian women of the strange practices that boys got up to as well.’

         Lisa Power is another volunteer who is open about how much she learnt at Switchboard, describing it as her ‘university’ as a lesbian. Speaking to Tash in 2019, Lisa recalled sometime in the late 1970s when she heard a male volunteer refer to a sex toy she couldn’t imagine. ‘I’d never seen a dildo at this point,’ Lisa said, her fringed bob framing her face. ‘I talked a good talk about sex but I wasn’t that experienced,’ she said, ‘and one of the men said something about double-ended dildos, and I said, “I don’t believe you, you’re making that up!”’

         Her incredulity is even recorded in the log book of the time, much to her embarrassment. That record is a significant piece of queer history, because Lisa went on to run the first mail-order lesbian sex-toy business in the UK. This led her to learn more about the products being manufactured. ‘Actually double-ended dildos were shit at that point, ’cause they were rigid,’ she told Tash. ‘They were hard plastic. Put two people on a double-ended dildo and you kind of waved at each other from the far ends.’ Both Lisa and Tash fell apart laughing at this image.
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