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Praise
for My Untrue
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The experience of gender dysphoria is
routinely misunderstood. Ridiculed and refuted by disbelievers,
questioned by doubters, trans people struggle to justify themselves
with explanations: ‘If you could have seen me when I was young,’ or
‘I had to hide everything. How could I let anyone know how I really
felt? It was all too much!’ And still the disbelievers nod
knowingly: ‘Of course you can’t explain it—it’s all in your head;
there’s nothing real about it, so just suck it up!’ Yet Alex
Bakker’s vivid and evocative description of a childhood and young
adulthood dogged by an insidious—but never overbearing—gender
dysphoria is exquisitely wrought. Non-linear, subtly moving about
in time, the details of life in Holland, Germany, an excursion into
Belgium, all coalesce into a compelling narrative—almost cinematic
in its effect—that transcends time and culture.

Bakker’s exploration of the conflicts
endured in his youth is rendered skillfully, consciously,
sensitively, fully aware of the feelings of the people around him.
He depicts them—his family, schoolmates, friends, a first lover—as
full individuals, not simply as foils for his own self-centred
reflection. It is this artfulness that brings Alex’s story to life
and gives the reader their own place in the story, bringing their
own experience in as a measure against which Alex’s experience may
be understood. Transgender or not, we all can relate to feeling as
an outsider, to feeling included, feeling frustrated or jealous or
elated. All those things are here, because the untrue past is the
foundation for the present, and the integration of these elements
is what makes us all human.
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A book that will inspire LGBTQ+ teens and
adults to empower themselves to become their true and best
selves.  The author provides an insightful and intimate
portrayal of what it is like to be betrayed by a
female body and to,
eventually, find peace and resolution in his male
identity.
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Dutch, gay, trans historian and writer
Alex Bakker’s personal account of the first 30 years of his life
(1968 to 1998) and his subsequent gender transition from female to
male, underscore many of the cross-cultural similarities of gender
dissonance, while highlighting the unique experience of this
Dutchman’s quest for his
authentic self. His unrelenting perseverance through years of
shame, rage, fear and despair to final self-acceptance and
self-actualization—and the enduring love of his boyfriend—are proof
positive of his personal power to overcome his gender dysphoria.
Alex’s penchants for soccer, New Wave music and boys/men—as well as
historical research, writing and lecturing (in Amsterdam, Berlin
and beyond)—paint a compelling portrait of this self-made man; a
sensitive soul with a passion for life, truth and justice.
My Untrue Past: The
Coming of Age of a Trans Man is now available for English readers the world
over!
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Canadian trans Activist and Writer
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A beautifully written book about a
universal theme: the search for oneself. I was deeply moved.
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Erp

Producer and
Director of the documentary film

I Am a Woman Now

(translated from Dutch)

 








My Untrue Past







My Untrue
Past

The Coming of Age
of a Trans
Man

 


By

Alex
Bakker

 


Published
by

TransGender
Publishing

 


an imprint
of

Castle
Carrington Publishing

Victoria, BC, Canada

 


2019







My Untrue
Past:

The Coming of Age
of a Trans
Man

 


Copyright © Alex Bakker
2019 (English
edition)



All rights reserved. No part of this
publication may be reprinted, reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying and recording or otherwise, now known or
hereafter invented without the express prior written permission of
the author, except for brief passages quoted in a book. To perform any of the above is
an infringement of copyright law.

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you
would like to share this book with another person, please purchase
an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book
and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only,
then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and
purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. Published in English in paperback 2019

 


By TransGender
Publishing

English translation: Hilde Bakker

Cover photo:
Alex Bakker

Author photo:
Marc Driessen

 


ISBN: 978-1-7751027-5-5 (paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-7751027-6-2 (Amazon e-book)

ISBN: 978-1-9992472-7-0 (Smashwords e-book)

 


First published in Dutch in paperback in 2014

By Nieuw Amsterdam

www.nieuwamsterdam.nl

ISBN: 9789045808986 (paperback)

ISBN:
9789046816356 (e-book)

 


Published in
Canada by

TransGender
Publishing

an imprint
of

Castle
Carrington Publishing

Victoria BC
V8Y3C3


www.transgenderpublishing.ca

[image: tmp_8b76643eaa7457221ddd816024c321c9_jqeTIp_html_727ed771.png]

 



Table of
Contents

 


 Praise for
My Untrue Past

 Introduction

 Prologue

Day Zero

 The
Boxes from the Attic

 Anton and
I

 High
School

 There
was Blood

 New
Wave

 I am
Jan

 The
Wrong Shoes

 Angry
Diary

Alexanderplatz

 Epilogue

 




 Introduction


 


I am a
historian by profession: yet, I falsify my own history. That cannot
be right. A man without a past, do I really want to become that?
I’m not sure anymore. 

 


Born the youngest daughter in a small-town family in the
Netherlands, Alex Bakker underwent gender reaffirming transition when he was twenty-eight years old. A
new beginning, in the right body, he literally put everything that
reminded him of his old life into boxes, never to be opened again.
More than fifteen years later, he has finally gathered the courage
to face his past. In My Untrue Past,
Alex goes in search of the painful truth. What does it mean to be
betrayed by your body, to be immensely jealous of boys, and to
decide that everything needs to be different?

 


Told in his own words, through a series of
present-day vignettes (dated 2013 for the original Dutch publication in 2014) and
retrospective flashbacks of his childhood, teens and twenties (1974
to 1997), Alex’s story depicts those intimate, uncertain,
evocative, and sometimes tumultuous experiences that underlie his
decision to undertake female-to-male transition. Presented in a
distinctive, non-linear, stream-of-consciousness narrative style,
at its heart, My Untrue Past addresses a
universal theme: the search for recognition,
representation,
and congruence with one’s
authentic self. In
Alex’s story, the momentous culmination of that search is gender affirming transition.

 


Originally published in Dutch as Mijn Valse Verleden
(2014)
by Nieuw Amsterdam Publishing
in the
Netherlands,
the English translation was undertaken by Hilde Bakker. Dutch
idiomatic expressions that did not translate easily into English
were clarified during the editorial process and footnotes were
added where additional explanation was needed. Names of individuals
and places remain as they appeared in the original as they reflect
physical, geographic, and cultural contexts for the story. Since
the Dutch publication of My Untrue Past, Alex has written Transgender in Nederland: een buitengewone geschiedenis
(Transgender in the
Netherlands: An Extraordinary History) published in 2018 by Boom uitgevers Amsterdam.

Alex Bakker is a Dutch historian, who works as a writer,
editor, and researcher for documentaries. My Untrue Past is his English debut.








 Prologue


 


My body will never be harmed any more. That’s what I
always think. That I’ll be immune to cancer, heart failure, kidney
disease. This second body belongs to me and it won’t let me down
ever again. How I will die? I don’t know. Preferably by my own
doing, that only seems fair.

But I don’t count on being that decisive, so it will probably
come down to dying of old age after all. Fine. Or a car accident.
But only if it is my own fault because I’m doing 180 kilometres per
hour on the Autobahn from
Amsterdam to Berlin and a deer suddenly crosses. The deer remains
unharmed, of course.

No illness, no
unknowable dark guest in my body.

No illness. My body and I are friends now, aren’t
we?

 


2013

‘Alex! Grab a
beer, man!’

The museum director hands me a cold bottle
of beer. We’re toasting the success of a project. The exhibition
turned out really well. I’m still tired from working hard these
last few months. Tired, but excited. The beer goes straight to my
head. Careful now, maybe have some snacks later. Again, we toast,
now with the graphic designer and the project manager, both also
aglow with happiness.

The beer sends me to the restrooms.
While washing my hands,
I look in the mirror. A man with glasses, sharp sideburns and a
three-day beard. Nicely dressed in a black suit with burgundy tie.
I’ve owned this suit for over ten years and yet the look takes me
by surprise again. The freedom clothes can give me. Maybe I should
wear a suit more often—not just on special occasions like
today.

I turn off the tap, open my eyes wide and
see my eyebrows move in the mirror. ‘You’re looking good,’ I want to say out loud to
myself. But that is weird. Silently, I warm myself in my own
reflection. I used to fear mirrors. ‘You’re looking all grown up,’
I whisper.

Grown up. And
happy. How did I get this far?

Actually, I don’t want to be thinking
about this. I don’t want
to look back. I want to move forward. But the memory of Peek &
Cloppenburg, where I bought this suit, catapults me back to the
time when everything was new. When every step was a first in my new
life, but when the old life was still just around the corner,
tangible in every fresh track I made.

I hear my colleagues from afar. They’ve
become even happier. ‘The Dukes of Hazzard,’ I hear the project manager say, ‘with that cool
car.’

‘The General Lee,’ adds the director. ‘Now
that’s something I know!’

Shit! They’re talking about old TV series from when we were
kids.

‘My mom was hooked on Dallas and claimed it was my fault.’

‘Dallas was boring. Dynasty was better.’

‘And who remembers Falcon Crest?’

‘That was girls’ stuff!’

The second round of beer comes, delivered
on a tray. The three men laugh a lot and hard. I look at my neat
black shoes.

Before you know it, they’ll be talking
about primary school and the clothes your mom made you wear. And
about the stupid hairstyles we have in every picture. When on earth
did they start talking about this, and why?

The graphic
designer nudges me. ‘Alex, what did you watch as a little boy?’

I don’t want it; that harking back to the past and what I watched.
To what was on TV. What was there and what wasn’t. But I have to
reply, provide an answer that takes them nowhere.

‘The news.’

It’s working. They momentarily don’t know what to say.

I have to get
out of this conversation, out of here.

‘When is our evaluation planned for?’ I ask
the director.

‘In a couple of weeks. Guys, pay
attention: The Seven Steps!’

They outsmart
each other with names of Dutch actors from the seventies. I take my
beer and walk outside. It is quiet here. I let the wind ruffle my
hair and try to control my breathing.

Nothing happened. They only talked about
the past. They know nothing about me. They know nothing about the
past. I’ve handled it well. They don’t have a clue. I am safe, in
my nice suit with my red tie.

 




 Day
Zero


 


1998

It is Day Zero. I sit on the bed and wait.
They’re coming to fetch
me in a minute.

Beyond the window lies the calm of
Amsterdam-Buitenveldert. Parallel lines of high-rise buildings and
townhouses. Even the greenery is geometrical. It could just as well
be Hoogeveen—the town where I grew up. But this is Amsterdam and
that makes it all, all right.

Amsterdam, the city of freedom, the city
where everything is possible. So the tourists say. I agree, without
feeling the need to light a joint or eye the hookers. Amsterdam,
the old harbour city, where I have washed ashore and wait to be
salvaged. Here they will save my life.

Day Zero. That’s what today is called. I saw it on my medical
chart, an overview hanging off the end of my bed that is kept up to
date by the nurses.

The female nurse was impatient just now:
‘Have you still not put on your hospital gown?’

I stuttered that I didn’t know, that I
didn’t understand how.

She helped me quickly and roughly. ‘Arm
through here. No. The other way around. That’s the
back!’

I am naked under a blue dress. A dress.
But in a minute, I’ll be gone.

There is the stretcher. I climb on, take
off my glasses and hand them to the nurse. Suddenly, the world is
hazy and in gentle acceptance, I surrender to the whiteness around
me. The blanket is warm, or is it the stretcher?

Two male nurses, one in front and one at
the back, skilfully steer the bed through the corridors and I see
light patches, faces, lights in a grey ceiling, white
coats.

‘Going down?’ asks an Asian doctor at the
elevators. Yes, we’re
going down. To the operating room. The doors swing open.

 


I’m trying not to think. Not to capture
this moment. There is nothing more to understand anyway, nothing
more than I understand already. You have to relax,
I was told, and they gave me a
pill. Next to me, I vaguely see an old man. Like cars in a
workshop, we lay waiting for the mechanics to be ready for us. The
old man is confused. He calls out to the nurses that he wants to go
home.

Then, I hear the cheerful voice of the surgeon. He asks how
tense I am and says: ‘It’s going to be all right, my boy. Don’t
worry.’

Last night, when he marked my chest with a
black marker, he didn’t even wear a white coat. Now, he’s wearing a
green surgery outfit.

Then, I am wheeled into the operating
room. My God! What are all the machines for? Where do those noises
come from and what does that beeping mean? How many people will be
here and are they all here for me? How will they anesthetize me?
How long will it take?

I wish I could
be there to experience it.

 


Germany is beating the USA 2-0 in World
Cup Soccer when I come around and find myself in the same bed as a
few hours earlier. Then, I was nervously bouncing on its edge: now,
I’m lying glued to the sheets as if gravity has been multiplied by
a factor of twenty.

How I had imagined it. I would wake up with just one feeling: it
has happened. I am finally myself. Don’t let me ever forget this.
The reality: I wake up with just one thought—‘I need to
pee.’

Someone asks: ‘How do you feel?’

I’d like to answer but can’t reach my
thoughts. So, I say: ‘Weird. Dry mouth.’

I can’t see anything. The world remains
hazy while I try to focus. Then, I realise that I’m not wearing my
glasses. I reach for the bedside table. Suddenly, pain shoots up my
right side and I’m wide awake.

‘What’s wrong? Are you OK?’
Meike’s voice, my big sister. I
didn’t know she was there.

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but I think I need to keep still.’

She puts her hand on mine.

Only now, I understand that I will be
hurting. That I won’t be able to use my arms. I only prepared
myself for the emotional highlights, not for practicalities like
blood and wounds.

The dressing around my chest is heavy and
very tight. Underneath lies a trampled soccer field, with a new
grass pitch. Grass without roots, still lacking contact with the
earth. Only the bandages keep it all together, I think.

I am amazed at time. I know the last few
hours really existed,
but my movie has been cut. I’ve been edited from one scene straight
into the next, no seconds in between. I drift off and come around
straight away. And in that cut scene, everything has happened. The
surgeon made the incisions with his razor-sharp knife, then sewed
it all up again after constructing a male chest. Thus, routinely
correcting the mistake God had made. I cherish this amazement about
time. Time that now indicates that I’m in a phase called ‘post-op.’
Day Zero is winding down.

 


The night is coloured by pain and
lifting of pain. They don’t let
me suffer and generously supply paracetamol. I even get a morphine
shot.

‘How should I sleep? What if I turn onto my
belly while asleep?’ I nervously ask the night nurse.

He smiles. ‘Man, that won’t happen. Your body will see to
that. It knows it can’t turn over now.’

I don’t believe him; the last thing I trust is my body. But I am
too tired to argue.

The night nurse is right. My body is like
a plank. Moving seems impossible. But that’s fine: I’ve safely
retreated into my mind again.

How soothing the sounds of a hospital at
night are. Listen. A nurse shuffles past. A few rooms further down,
a woman softly calls for help. Why doesn’t she use the
bell?

I stare into the dark. Long pale green
stripes of light reflect in the TV hanging above my bed. Those are
from the machines, I tell myself: I’m sure there’s a big monitor
behind me. Am I connected to that? No idea. Probably not; I’m not a
heart patient. But there are a few tubes going somewhere. I think
they come from under the bandage. I’m fine with that. I trust they
know what they’re doing.

The hospital smells of beneficence.
Medicinal, incomprehensible scents: they infuse my bed, my
blankets, my dressing. I love this smell. It reassures me. What
happens here is real, anyone can see that. It is not just a
thought, alone in my head. What is being created here, is reality.
Not my fantasy.

The night nurse reappears. ‘Are you still awake, Mister Bakker?
You must really try to get some sleep,’ he says sternly.

I worry about tomorrow when my parents
will come to visit.

 


Academic Hospital Free University, Amsterdam

Medical Chart patient A.C. Bakker 26-12-1968

Day 0, 15-6-1998

Mr. could not urinate after OR, after three attempts with bed
pan, applied catheter. 900 cl. Mr. appears drowsy, keeps asking the
same thing. OR area thorax very painful.

Light temperature
38.1

Day 1, 16-06-98

Mr. had a bad first
night after OR. Restless. Gave him 50 mg oxazepam.

 


There they are; my parents, pale and quiet. My mom squeezes the
steel bars on the bed.

‘Why are they not happy for me?’ cries a
rude inner voice, which I quickly suppress. Of course, it affects
parents, seeing your child in hospital. The changes caused by the
hormones were serious enough but now I’ve been cut into.
Substantially and irreversibly. I understand they find it
difficult. No matter how right the cutting was and how badly I
wanted it. I’m in control of this story. They, my parents, are left
out of it. So, I put on the face of the gracious
patient.

‘There’s pain but actually I feel quite
well,’ I say, as if I’ve just won the marathon.

‘How do you feel?’ my mom asks in a shaky voice.

‘Like I just
said.’

‘No pain?’

‘Well, yes…’

Why is she not
listening?

‘But the pain is not too bad. I’m getting
enough pain killers,’ I say.

‘Oh.’ She looks at the drip entering my hand.

‘Were you able to find the hospital all
right with the tram?’ I ask to prevent a looming
silence.

‘Yes. But we didn’t know how many tickets
or zones it was: I don’t get the difference. Such complicated
stuff.’

This is the first thing my dad says.

‘Two zones are three tickets and two
tickets are one zone. To the hospital is two zones because you
cross the zone border,’ I say, happy to be able to showcase my
knowledge.

‘I don’t get it at all,’ he says, tensely.

This is not going well. Back to the
hospital theme then.

‘The nurses are very nice,’
I say, and only then wonder if
that is actually true. Yes, it is. Except that one nurse, just
before the operation.

On the notice board above my bed is the
complete playing schedule of the World Cup Soccer with my pool prediction next to
it. My father latched on to it.

‘Are you
playing in a pool?’

‘Yes. But so far, I’ve got almost all the
results wrong.’ I laugh on purpose. Ouch; better not do
that.

My mom jumps up. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. But I can’t laugh very well. It
hurts.’

I see the consternation in their eyes.
Such a little laugh, how can that be painful?

 


Late at night on Day Two, it happens.

The night nurse enters with a pile of
wound gauze and new bandages. He needs to dress my wounds. He carefully moves
the drains aside and releases the clamps on the
bandages.

I’m lying flat on my back and look at the
ceiling.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

I nod. It is the first time the bandages
will be taken off. I feel the pressure falling away from my chest.
Air on my skin. The nurse dabs lightly with cotton wool and I lay
very still.

‘How does it look?’ I ask.

‘Good. But it was quite a procedure, I
see.’

I let him go
about his work. Until I realise that this is the moment.

‘Can I
see?’

‘Are you sure?’ The nurse looks doubtful.

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not looking very nice, hey? The
wounds still need to heal.’

‘That’s fine.’

He takes a hand mirror from the cupboard
and holds it up for me. I see the battlefield. There it
is.

An emotion, so deep, so immeasurably deep,
floods through me. It is flat. It is even. My chest. Flat. Mine
again.

The nurse wants to put the mirror away,
but I block his arm. Let me look. Let me see that it is really
true, that it really happened. This is the most beautiful thing I
have ever seen. These bright red cuts and this dried-up blood. The
first black crusts on the holes that will be my nipples. It is
flat. Hold that mirror.

‘And?’ the nurse asks.

I cannot speak for happiness.

He changes the gauze and closes up the bandages.

I look at the ceiling again. It has
finally happened; I am finally myself. Never, ever, let me forget
this.


The Boxes from the Attic




2013

 The memories of
my chest operation are
sweet. Despite the pain. The pain was part of it and only made it
more real. Pain toughens you up, like a cyclist on the
Alpe d’Huez.1 No pain, no gain.

The second
operation, the removal of the uterus, was less heroic. After 18
months of male hormones not much was left of that uterus, but the
thing still had to be taken out. And the post-op pain resembled
period pain.

No, my shining
moment was then. On Day Zero. I so enjoy looking back on that day.
Victory began in Amsterdam. On June 15, 1998, in the middle of the
World Cup soccer.

‘My life
started afresh,’ I thought. So, I handled it drastically and buried
everything from before. I started my life at thirty: a young man
without a past. Slam-bang, in the middle. A late birth, an
afterthought. Instantly able to talk and walk and cycle and work
and earn money and look after himself. An adult guy with
long-standing friendships, ex-lovers, a university degree, a record
collection, shelves stacked with books, crockery of which many a
glass had been shattered, stains on the couch, and now on his
fourteenth bicycle. All devoid of origin.

By now, fifteen
years have gone by and I am in my forties. Things are different
now. I’ve grown afraid of time. Afraid of the pictures of friends,
pictures where they were young, younger than today. I can see that
life has passed through them. Their lives.

‘Is it still
you?’ I ask and their eyes softly light up. Yes, it is still them,
even though they were prettier then, had more hair, and didn’t yet
know who they were. They view their youth, they view the eighties,
in colour and black-and-white, life was emptier and sharper, they
forget the days and see their young faces as in a mirror. I see the
passage of time in their faces.

My time is
gone, erased from history. I’ve hidden all the pictures. No photo
of me as a baby, a shy child, a difficult teenager, or as a
partying student. I cannot see my images. I don’t want to see
them.

I am a
historian by profession: yet, I falsify my own history. That cannot
be right. A man without a past, do I really want to become that?
I’m not sure anymore. But I do know that I miss my past. I want
them back, the memories. Even though I cannot face them, I want
them back. I think maybe I need them.

 


My memories
come in the shape of seven boxes, filled with everything I ever
buried: books, notebooks, pictures and old letters; unsorted
evidence of a life gone by. For years, the boxes were packed in the
attic.

But now that
I’m moving in with my partner, they suddenly surface. The boxes are
loaded onto a moving truck and offloaded one kilometre away. They
are waiting for a space in our new Amsterdam flat. After all those
years, they are still securely closed. The tape did not come
loose.

I do not like
it one bit that they’re standing here like that, among everything
we will unpack. The flat has no attic. They cannot stay here. They
will have to go to my room in Berlin, I decide. There they can
safely stay, covered with a cloth, until I’m ready to open them.
Because that will have to happen now. Amsterdam and Berlin. I
travel between the two; arrive and leave again. I am always
somewhere in one of the two cities that determined my life.
Amsterdam, the city of great freedom, where I chose the right
direction. And Berlin, the serious city, where I was asked who I
was for the first time.

 


 I drive from
Amsterdam to Berlin, carrying family-sized bags of coffee and the
seven boxes in the trunk of the car. At a Raststätte,2
I see a Renault 4 in the same
dark green colour that we used to have when I was growing up. In a
flash, I think I see a man with a thermos. Or was it an ordinary
plastic water bottle? But that is over: it will never come back. A
silly thought. Of course, it is over. The way we drove to
Switzerland with the whole family in the Renault 4 and ate a packed
lunch of sandwiches and tea at a rest stop. Of course, it is
over. My
mom, so good at organising, had
packed the car. I just never gave it a thought before.

 


In my
high-ceilinged Berlin room, I stack the boxes against the wall,
throw the black cloth that I have brought over them and wait until
I’ve gathered enough courage, until the time is right to open them.
For a long week I circle them, clean the house, polish the dusty
corners I can barely reach, and borrow a ladder for the spider webs
on the ceiling. The entire time I’m cleaning, I intend to take the
cloth off the boxes but keep postponing it. When my house is
sparkling clean and it’s raining too hard to go outside, I finally
open the first of the seven boxes.
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