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To Mat, for continuing love, encouragement, patience, dinners. To David Bowie, in memoriam, my Wizard of Oz, changing my world from black and white to colour.
To Alan Wakeman, in memoriam.





Introduction



Childhood memory is typically selective and there are a handful of contenders for the first piece of music indelibly burnt in mine. If any nursery rhymes sank in, they were quickly subsumed by songs imbibed from BBC radio’s Saturday morning request show Children’s Favourites; was I three, maybe four years old? Clearly music mattered, judging by the numbers that stuck: Burl Ives’ ‘Would You Like To Swing on a Star?’ (or was it the Pinky and Perky version?), Harry Belafonte and Odetta’s ‘There’s a Hole in My Bucket’, Bernard Cribbins’ ‘Digging a Hole’, Charles Jolly’s ‘The Laughing Policeman’, all simple novelty stories songs that a child would enjoy.


Looking back, I realise that each of these songs were jokey, more spoken than sung and even for a child, they were irritating as much as memorable. And none triggered the kind of reaction that another song ‘story’ of the era managed, with a completely different style of novelty hook – the uncanny tone of an early electronic instrument, a Clavioline-style keyboard known as a Musitron, to match the singer’s uncanny falsetto cry: ‘I wah-wah-wah-wah-wonder!’


I could have heard ‘Runaway’ by Del Shannon on Children’s Favourites – it was a UK No. 1 single in February 1961. But whenever and however I discovered it, I was thrilled, haunted, confused, possessed. And that was just the music and voice. Besides, what exactly was a runaway? The single was a portal into a new world I had no understanding of but Shannon’s exhilarated and urgent delivery and racy melody touched my little beating heart.


With hindsight, I know that this was Pop Music rather than the BBC Light Entertainment world of Cribbins and for all the frivolity of pop – there will another ten songs along in the next half hour – there were serious emotions being exposed and exorcised. I couldn’t have known that ‘Runaway’ was a break-up song and the reason for Shannon’s pain1 but I felt at home with the drama, his voice’s pleading, aching and occasionally gruff edge and I suspect now that something about its falsetto androgyny appealed too. As soon as I was collecting singles, from the age of six, I fell hook, line and sinker for female singers or men with high, keening deliveries. Children’s Favourites was immediately passé, likewise the banal and creepy tones and make-up of television’s black-face entertainers, The Black and White Minstrel Show – a grown-up world I wanted no part of.


So I’m six years old and sharing my tastes with teenagers and soaking up artists who are older than that. My first seven-inch single was the Supremes’ ‘Where Did Our Love Go’, the Motown trio’s first UK No. 1 in 1964 and the first record I could repeatedly play at my own leisure. I’d found Shannon an uplifting, comforting companion; he wasn’t gay but it feels like ‘Runaway’ spoke to the gay in my DNA. Similarly, the Supremes’ dreamier, but no less lustrous voices and harmonies made me giddy with happiness.


Meanwhile, my elder brother David was snapping up early Beatles and Rolling Stones singles, a world of – and for – boys. I was building my own collection: Dusty Springfield’s ‘I Only Want to be With You’ (sadly shattered in a Frisbee-style mishap), Cilla Black’s ‘You’re My World’, The Mamas and The Papas’ ‘Dedicated to the One I Love’ – dynamic and sweeping melodramas all. I’d lie in front of the turntable, trying to merge my little voice with theirs as if these were my songs, my time. And when I did find other male voices that I adored, it was the Beach Boys and the Monkees. Harmonies drove me crazy, in the best way.


It was at this point that I diverted my pocket money into Marvel comics and the lure and thrill of superheroes, a different portal to another world, shinier and sexier and more unknowable than pop, an on-going soap opera with added magic powers and the ability to transform.


I mostly stopped buying records until I was fourteen and experienced another moment that embodied something shiny and sexy with the power to transform – and set in outer space. It’s a memory I share with many others, one that has been widely discussed since the sudden death of David Bowie in January 2016 as I was nearing completion of this book: Bowie performing ‘Starman’ on Top of the Pops in 1972.


The soft, alluring melody, the hookline of Mick Ronson’s guitar (which I later discovered was inspired by a Supremes’ song), the arm slouched around Ronson’s shoulder as they sang the heavenly chorus, the sight of Bowie pointing and waggling his finger at the camera as he sang, ‘I had to phone someone so I picked on you’ . . . this was a thrill and a swoon beyond anything I’d known. I was unable to articulate what I felt about my young gay self, but staring at this face looking straight back at me it was like some lightning bolt, the key inserted and the unlocked door blown open. As my partner Mat says, it resembled that moment in the 1939 movie The Wizard of Oz when the action shifts from black-and-white to colour.


A line had been drawn in the sand and, after buying the single’s parent album The Rise and Fall Of Ziggy Stardust and The Spiders from Mars, I was off, exploring a world of musical superheroes: Roxy Music, Lou Reed, the Velvet Underground, Iggy and the Stooges, through which I could vicariously live while trapped in north-west London suburbia, lacking magic powers and even the ability to come out.


With hindsight, I realise that I had no way to align Bowie to what I understood about my sexuality, which was very little. For one, Bowie had said that he was gay and yet he had a wife and a child and, in any case, he was an alien from Mars and not from suburbia. There were two other potential gay role models at that time in the 1970s, sitcom actor John Inman and game show presenter Larry Grayson. I recognise as internalised homophobia the way their exaggerated camp frightened me because it was so far from my self-image. There was nothing to identify with, no mirror of what made me tick and so I settled down in the closet and secretly sought out evidence in literature and film.


I came out after reading two books, David Leavitt’s 1986 novel The Lost Language of Cranes (a son comes out to his closeted father: I had to be the son and not the dad) and Radclyffe Hall’s 1928 novel The Well of Loneliness, a pioneering lesbian saga that summed up the injustice and cruelty of the era.


By the mid-1980s, pop music had begun to mirror my worldview but while I was still closeted, Frankie Goes To Hollywood’s ‘Relax’ was too provocative and sensual. Bronski Beat’s ‘Smalltown Boy’ spoke more to me, lonely and vulnerable. But it was important to have music validate my feelings and, as I began to make a career as a music journalist, I began to see how pop music would reach out to embody hopes and fears, love and break-ups; from party songs to rebel songs – and, equally, how the artists themselves struggled to put themselves in their songs. Once I became an openly gay man, I sought out those singers and songwriters who were expressing their gay, lesbian and bisexual selves, to hear the stories of those who provided the visibility and validation – political, social, sexual – that I had so little of in the first half of my life.


But I didn’t visualise a narrative in the music until I heard journalist and author Jon Savage’s CD compilation Queer Noises 61-78: From the Closet to the Charts, released in 2006. It began in 1960 with a clip of drag queen and pioneering activist José Sarria from the Black Cat bar in San Francisco and ended with Sylvester’s disco classic ‘You Make Me Feel (Mighty Real)’ in 1978.


In 2012, I was asked to write the story of the evolution of gay rock’n’roll for the UK magazine Attitude, compiled from moments I considered most pivotal. It felt to me as if each entry could be the chapter of a book, although focusing on rock’n’roll was limiting – did that include folk and country? Disco, house and hip hop? The full story would be broader, deeper and embrace the roots of rock’n’roll and all its offshoots. It needed to ask, How did music come out the closet?


Other books have tackled the subject of gay, lesbian and bisexual singers and musicians in popular music, albeit in different forms. American writer Boze Hadleigh’s The Vinyl Closet: Gays in the Music World (1991) aimed to do for music what the late Vito Russo did with Hollywood in his landmark book The Celluloid Closet, published in 1981, the first attempt to reclaim gay and lesbian history via an art form by outing the hidden gay texts of cinema.


Hadleigh was a pioneer, starting the conversation about the achievements and influence of gay, lesbian and bisexual singers and musicians and naming names. The tone was gossipy and Hadleigh, bizarrely, finished his book with chapters on ballet and film, as if he’d emptied the vinyl closet without reaching his minimum quota of words.2


In 1994, fellow US writer Wayne Studer’s Rock on the Wild Side: Gay Male Images in Popular Music of the Rock Era (1994) was a brief, opinionated commentary on individual songs with an epilogue of all the songs he didn’t have room for or the patience to process. All gay UK journalists, John Gill’s Queer Noises: Male and Female Homosexuality in Twentieth-Century Music (1995), Richard Smith’s Seduced and Abandoned: Essays on Gay Men and Popular Music (1996) and the late Kris Kirk’s posthumous A Boy Named Mary (1999) were vivid encounters, but in essay form, some reproducing former magazine features.


There are the academic studies too, such as Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (edited by Philip Brett, Elizabeth Wood and Gary C. Thomas), Queering the Popular Pitch (edited by Sheila Whiteley, Jennifer Rycenga) and Jodie Taylor’s Playing It Queer: Popular Music, Identity And Queer World-making.


But none of these books approached the subject as an unfolding narrative, as a chronological piece of social history, to explore how popular music came out of the closet. While researching my book, I discovered a predecessor, by the German writer Ralf Jörg Raber, Wir Sind Wie Wir Sind (We Are As We Are), A Century Of Gay Love on Vinyl and CD, published in 2010. Raber’s authoritative study was restricted to music released in the German-speaking countries (Germany, Austria, Switzerland), just as my book has a British and American bias – partly a result of my inability to understand other languages and so comprehensively research those countries’ histories, but also – to my advantage – many of the key innovators and musical genres that have formed the narrative of popular music are American and British (if anyone can name the Little Richard, Elvis Presley, David Bowie, Dusty Springfield and k.d. lang of Germany or Spain, then I’ll reconsider . . .).


This is not to discount – or exclude - the groundbreaking influence of Germany’s cabaret scene of the early twentieth century or the French chanson tradition. After all, the first recorded song about homosexuality – and before then, the invention of the term, ‘homosexual’ – came from Germany, as did the first homosexual rights organisation. But even in the twentieth century, society believed that homosexuality was not just a choice, but a perversion, a crime against nature, to be criminalised and eradicated, until enough individuals proved that humans must obey the laws of nature rather than ignorance, fear, cruelty and denial. It’s these individuals in the field of popular music that drive the narrative of this book; those singers and songwriters who led the way by example either because they were politically motivated or simply had no alternative but to be true to themselves. Defiance was the best option and between the oppressed and the oppressors, sparks flew and extraordinary work was made.


I felt it was also important to incorporate as many personal memories of those pioneers as I could, via new interviews or archives. It makes for a long read, but popular music is a Hydra and ancient too, as the story unfolds over a hundred years, from the love that once dared not speak to the love that sings on daytime radio. There are blatant declarations, coded messages and examples of heterosexual songwriters who chose to address same-sex issues.


Some pioneers were unknown even to me – and I’ve been writing about music for over thirty years – unreported in the pre-celebrity era. If men admitted they were homosexual, it was also admitting they were breaking the law while similarly honest women simply scandalised society. Then there were the pioneers who did sell millions of records and had the most widespread impact; after all, David Bowie was the first male singer to wear a dress – ‘a man’s dress,’ he called it, but still a dress – in public and on an album cover and the first to announce, ‘I’m gay,’ in any publication. But Bowie was far from the first singer or songwriter to reveal themselves – two years before him, British singer Dusty Springfield had addressed the subject in a British newspaper interview in 1970.


Still, the story I want to tell does not centre on the gay icon: this is not the place to eulogise the Top Ten of the Top Gay Pop Songs website:3 in descending order, Alicia Bridges’ “I Love The Nightlife’, Madonna’s ‘Vogue’, Olivia Newton-John’s ‘Xanadu’, Kylie Minogue’s ‘Better the Devil You Know’ and ‘Your Disco Needs You’, the Weather Girls’ ‘It’s Raining Men’, Gloria Gaynor’s ‘I Will Survive’, the Village People’s ‘YMCA’ and, at No. 1, Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’. Several of the songs are classics and cornerstones of the mainstream gay club experience and there is one lesbian artist and one (predominantly) gay male group among the performers and their place in the story is secure. But Kylie Minogue, your disco needs you but not my book . . .


Neither is this book a mirror of the Channel 4 documentary Queer as Pop: From Gay Scene to Mainstream, a shallow, over-familiar and stale story. The makers completely misunderstood the term ‘queer’, which encompasses the whole spectrum of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender and a new understanding of gender fluidity that’s truly the new story in this second decade of the twenty-first century; in fact, Queer As Pop . . . disregarded women entirely, as if the likes of Dusty Springfield and k.d. lang weren’t icons worthy of story and could be erased from history.


Talking of erasure, I was also fired up by pieces in the Guardian in April 2016 on gay culture that sidelined or trivialised music’s contributions.4 There is a much bigger truth to be unveiled. But I want to apologise to those who feel that exploring all the hidden details, making interpretation concrete and rationalising something as irrational as sexual behaviour, comes at a cost; as Francis Bacon said, ‘The job of the artist is to deepen the mystery.’ Vito Russo also lamented, ‘We lose that sense of belonging to a secret world to which no one else has access.’5 But if liberation and assimilation has meant that the various strands of the LGBTQ community now share living space with our former oppressors, Russo also acknowledged what was gained: ‘The reality that fourteen-year-old gay kids in Tulsa will . . . not have the idea that they’re the only ones in the world who are gay.’


Equally, many of these people have been forgotten by historical accounts; the first pioneers and the last ones too. I want to bring them back. If any art form can be cited above all others in furthering the cause and rights of LGBTQ people, surely it’s music. Those fourteen-year-olds in Tulsa might do well to know about them, to realise their sense of alienation does not have to be permanent; that ‘It Gets Better’, in the words of the campaign to reduce the numbers of LGBTQ teen suicides.


I’m equally aware of those countries such as Russia and vast swathes of Africa, where homosexuality remains illegal and shame, humiliation, harassment and arrest, imprisonment and homophobic violence still exist as, in the worst cases, does the death penalty. Yet those communities living under draconian conditions might take heart in knowing that political and social climates can improve, as this book testifies. In the words of Johnny Johnson’s northern soul classic from 1969, ‘Breaking Down the Walls of Heartache’:




‘Got to tear down all the loneliness and tears/And build you up a house of love.’





 





____________________


1      Shannon was distraught enough to eventually kill himself in 1990 with a rifle.


2      The book jacket has a quote by Madonna that she claims never to have given, which questions the authenticity of Hadleigh’s revelations.


3      www.topgaysongs.com/top-songs/top-gay-songs


4      ‘From Proust to Ellen DeGeneres, ten gay works that changed the world’ and ‘From gay conspiracy to queer chic: the artists and writers who changed the world’, the Guardian, 8 April, 2016


5      Joanna Cotler Books (1981)




CHAPTER 1


The Art of Secrecy, The Sound of Lavender


I would like to see every gay doctor come out, every gay lawyer, every gay architect come out, stand up and let the world know. That would do more to end prejudice overnight than anybody would imagine.

Harvey Milk, city supervisor of San Francisco, from a tape recording he made in November 1977 to be played in the event of his assassination

When I was growing up, just to be a musician or to think of yourself as a musician automatically meant that you were a sissy.

Charles Ives to fellow modern classicalist Lou Harrison

It’s discouraging to think how many people are shocked by honesty and how few by deceit. 

Noel Coward, Blithe Spirit, 1941

Do you know what pioneers get? Arrows in their ass.

Charles Whyte, audio engineer, to Wendy Carlos, musician



A blurred image of a vintage radiogram pulls into focus, with a single word, ‘Glacier’, superimposed across its centre. The dial turns across the channels as the white-noise static in the background dissolves into a series of voices, and snippets of sentences: ‘Gay people cannot be married . . . save our children . . . sexual sickness . . . misguided liberals… death of this young man from Wyoming sparked demonstrations . . . ’

The radiogram fades to a split screen of images from the earliest days of cinema and photography, of same-sex couples in romantic poses and news footage ranging from demonstrations to newspaper headlines regarding police raids. Over sombre, insistent piano notes, a velvet baritone begins to sing: ‘You just want to live your life the best way you know how/But they keep telling you that you are not allowed.’

More words appear on screen – ‘prejudice . . . federal vigilance on perverts asked’ – as the singer laments, ‘They say you are sick/That you should hang your head in shame/They are pointing fingers/And want you to take the blame.’

Dating from 2013, the video was created by the independent filmmaker Jonathan Caouette for ‘Glacier’, an album track written and performed by the American singer-songwriter John Grant, partly in response to Russia’s new homophobic laws, against what its government termed, ‘propaganda of non-traditional sexual relations’. But the root of the song is Grant’s formative experiences, deeply closeted within a deeply religious family in Michigan, a state where it seems as if there is a church on every block.

Persistently bullied at school with no conceivable way to admit his truth or to consider he was anything but unlovable, ‘I didn’t want to be gay,’ Grant recalls, ‘because it meant I was going to go to hell and I was a pervert and sick.’

The screen splits further into a dazzling configuration of images that can be interpreted as propaganda for non-traditional sexual relations. Bugs Bunny in lipstick. Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness. Christine Jorgensen, the first transsexual to go public. The pioneering glittery drag troupe the Cockettes. Actor Rock Hudson, the first celebrity to die of AIDS. Harvey Milk, the first gay man to serve political office in California. ‘From the Stone Age to Stonewall to full equality’, placards carried by campaigners for gay marriage.

Simultaneously, other intersecting images portray a society determined to ensure tradition is upheld. The assassination of Harvey Milk. Matthew Shepherd, the young gay man from Wyoming beaten and left to die by the side of a rural road. ‘God hates fags’ placards carried by members of America’s Westboro Baptist church. The ‘Glacier’ video represents a history lesson, a century of homosexual and transgender identity and struggle: hidden romance, open persecution, hopeful transformation. The song’s chorus suggests that what doesn’t kill you will make you stronger:

‘This pain/It is a glacier moving through you/And carving out deep valleys/And creating spectacular landscapes/And nourishing the ground/With precious minerals and other stuff/So don’t you become paralysed with fear/When things seem particularly rough.’

‘The image and metaphor were inspired by Iceland,’ Grant explains. ‘A glacier moving down a valley is one of the most powerful forces on earth. It’s reaching out to young gay kids and people struggling with their sexuality and how they’re special for all that.’

As Grant told HIV Plus magazine, ‘I wished I had heard somebody talking about the fact, you know, being gay didn’t make me less of a human than other people. It takes a very, very long time to undo a lot of the damage.’1

‘Glacier’ was the finale of Grant’s 2013 album Pale Green Ghosts, the second of three cathartic solo albums that have documented, with mordant humour as well as brutal honesty, the fear, shame and anger of his closeted youth and the cycles of addiction (drugs, alcohol, sex) as he struggled to balance his outward reality with the internal damage. His efforts culminated in being diagnosed HIV-positive in 2011 – which he announced from a London concert stage the following year2 (now that’s pioneering) before performing ‘I Tried to Talk to You’, in which Grant addressed his diagnosis by both scolding himself for reaching this new perceived low and yet equally responding with empathy for the choices he’d made.

The fact that Grant has been able to candidly chart his rollercoaster of a life would have been unthinkable in those days when people never even admitted their sexuality to their friends, let alone their weaknesses and fears. For centuries, artists had to remain silent or hide in metaphor, starved of the joy – as described by singer-songwriter Steven Morrissey (like Grant, a tragi-comic bard of isolation and anxiety) – to ‘Sing your life . . . And have the pleasure of saying what you mean.’3

Societies didn’t always denigrate less conventional forms of sexuality: the ancient Greeks and Romans accepted same-sex relationships, with the Greek poet Alcman writing a hymn for a chorus of virgins to celebrate the marriage of two women, Agido and Hagesichora, c. 630 bc.4 But modern historians only acknowledge the existence of same-sex desire in a musical context from the twelfth century onwards, and, even then, it’s a matter for us to interpret rather than confirm. ‘Notre Dame polyphony – by composers that include Léonin, Perotin and Philippe de Chancelier – may have been written in a homosexual sub-culture symbolised in the music,’ according to the Encyclopaedia Of Lesbian and Gay Histories and Cultures5. In twelfth-century southern France and northern Spain, ‘troubadours travelled from court to court, singing Provençal songs of courtly love that sometimes describe love between men and between women.’6

It’s also claimed that twelfth century abbess – and liturgical music giantess – St Hildegard von Bingen, ‘had a close relationship with a fellow nun, Richardis von Stade, which some scholars believe may have been romantic in nature . . . Some scholars also attest to a pattern of focus on the female body and female desire throughout Hildegard’s music.’7

Historically, the church is an institutionalised force against homosexuality while providing accommodation to hide, or bury, unwanted urges, a place where religious ecstasy can substitute for sexual fervour.8 One of von Bingen’s most celebrated compositions, Symphonia Armonie Celestium Revelationum, is devoted to the Virgin Mary but subsequently interpreted as same-sex desire; likewise ‘Na Maria’ by Bieiris (or Bieris) de Romans, one of the thirteenth-century female troubadours collectively known as trobairitz, who wrote secular music, ‘where the singer and object are both suggested to be women’9 – a gender more exalted in southern Europe, and given administrative powers, than in comparable societies, when men were busy crusading (or perhaps even cruising).

More documentation has survived from later eras so there’s much less guesswork to the claim that eighteenth-century castrati singers, castrated before puberty to give them a sublime upper-register voice, were not only considered by their patrons to be conduits to a higher spiritual plane, but also very likely their lovers too. Letters written by Russia’s Pyotr Tchaikovsky openly acknowledge his tortured relationship with what he termed his ‘secret desire’ and academics argue for Schubert (his unfinished symphony is a favourite for queer interpretation)10, Handel, Mussorgsky and Chausson without the same proof, while Chopin was reputedly bisexual 150 years before Bowie. It’s believed Baroque composers Jean-Baptiste Lully and Johann Rosenmüller were homosexual; the latter was arrested for sodomy, then punishable by death, and fled Germany for Italy.

Musicologists even claim they can hear queer: according to Clive Paget, editor of the classical magazine Limelight, ‘Anyone who doubts Schubert was gay need only listen to the Trout Quintet. It’s about the gayest music ever written this side of Tchaikovsky.’11 The Austrian composer apparently had ‘soft’ or ‘feminine’ approaches to harmonic and melodic structures, as opposed to, ‘the aggressive and hyper-masculine Beethoven, who was held up as the model and measure for composers until at least WWI.’12

In his study of nineteenth century homosexuality, Graham Robb writes about letters revealing gay men’s tastes that regularly cited the same classical composers (including Beethoven, Chopin, Wagner, Tchaikovsky and Debussy): ‘the key ingredient seems to have been a melodious melancholy and something oxymoronic in the emotions: grandiose and sentimental, ostentatious and discreet.’13 However, the sexuality of the composer, Robb added, ‘was not of primary importance. Still, American professor Bruce Holsinger claims there is a ‘constant link between polyphony and sodomy in the puritan tradition,’14 and few are informed enough to argue otherwise.

The connection between music and the sensibility of its composer created a series of euphemisms: ‘Is he musical?’ ‘Does he play in the orchestra?’ ‘Does he sing in the choir?’ The same guessing game has been retrospectively applied to the USA’s first full-time professional songwriter, Steven Foster, the man widely known as the father of American music for the likes of ‘Oh! Susanna’, ‘Camptown Races’ and ‘My Old Kentucky Home’. Though nothing in his book of close to 200 songs hint at sublimated homosexuality, Foster’s personal correspondence was destroyed by his family after his death – at 37, from a fall that cut his throat, suggesting it could just as easily have been suicide. According to one academic source, ‘The failure of his marriage, his alcoholism, the gentle, dreamy, feminine nature of much of his music, and some close male friendships15, all served to fuel speculation on his sexual identity.’16

There is also something about his 1862 song ‘Why, No One to Love?’ written two years before his death, which strongly suggests some deep fracture of unhappiness: ‘No one to love!/Why, no one to love?/What have you done in this beautiful world/That you’re sighing of no one to love?’

Walt Whitman was greater proof of a homosexual community, arriving in New York in 1841, documenting the men he found in parks, public baths, the docks, bars and dance halls and expressing his feelings in his poems. Europe had no such singular diarist or poet, but there’s enough recorded evidence of homosexual societies across the continent, though very little support in song. In the British folk tradition, the tiniest fraction addressed the fluid nature of sexuality. In the late eighteenth-century Scottish ballad ‘Willie O’Winsbury’, the king is so struck by the beauty of his daughter’s betrothed that he confesses he’d take Willie for himself had O’Winsbury been a woman. ‘The Handsome Cabin Boy’ – a cross-dressing female stowaway – is bedded by both the ship’s captain and the captain’s wife: a homosexual fling either way you look at it.

Women were typically adjuncts to men and any who deviated could be defined as witches or prostitutes. In the only potential lesbian saga in the folk tradition this writer could find, ‘Bessie Bell and Mary Gray’ are shunned and build a cottage in the woods so they can live together. There is doubt too regarding the Irish ballad ‘An Buachaill Caol Dubh’ (‘The Dark Slender Boy’), which interpreters have claimed refers to a pint of beer craved by the (male) drinker. There is no such question about the old whaling ballad ‘The Strapping Lad’ (in the lyric, ‘Allan became Eleanor’) or the ‘Highland Tinker’ who fucks the lady of the manor, ‘but when he fucks the butler, ‘ ’twas the dirtiest fuck of all’.

Accessibility to traditional oral ballads was restricted until the invention of the gramophone and wireless radio at the start of the twentieth century, while homosexuality was not even a defined concept. ‘The dirtiest fuck of all’ would have only contravened the sodomy laws that excluded any sense that men could love their own sex. Women escaped the statute books because it was feared sanctions would encourage such behaviour.

At least the US laws against sodomy were no longer punishable by death, starting with Pennsylvania in 1786 and spreading through most states within a generation. Potential sodomites – or anyone who simply fell in love with someone of their own gender – still lived a miserable lie but some freedom of expression came in halls of entertainment where those of artistic temperaments gathered, and gender roles were subverted.

The art of impersonation

The first documented female impersonator was Lady Elizabeth, who performed in Los Angeles in 1848, though there is no proof that the Lady incorporated music in her act.17 Yet music was a crucial part of the mix in vaudeville, alongside plays, comedy, mime, acrobatics and dancing, with the sexualised offshoot of burlesque also featuring dancing girls and striptease.

The minstrel show was another music-based variety show, with white performers in blackface make-up, parodying Afro-American culture. Here black performers also played their part, including Gauze, a female impersonator belonging to the Georgia Minstrels, a crew of former slaves popular in the late nineteenth century that lampooned aristocratic figures.

Impersonating the opposite gender was lauded and well-paid, in the realms of comedy and illusion. But you’d still think most heterosexual men would not choose this vocation. In ‘Our Love is Here to Stay: Gays and Musicals’, John B. Kenrick asserts, ‘Gays of the 1800s had something resembling a safe haven in theatre. No one really cared if a supporting actor was “that way” or if an effeminate dresser twinkled with admiration as he assisted the leading man into a costume.’18

Out front, there was no safe haven for homosexual men, only a secret society that required total discretion. Women could behave with more impunity. America’s first known male impersonator, the British-born Annie Hindle, trod the boards as Charles Ryan, the kind of well-dressed gentleman of independent means known as a ‘dyker’, a term that fell into use for a manly woman. Hindle shaved until she developed a moustache, to better present songs such as ‘Racketty Jack’ and ‘Do Not Put Your Boots on a Man When He’s Down’.

In 1886, dressed as Ryan, Hindle married her dresser, Anna Ryan. A newspaper got hold of the story and the rumour spread that Charles Ryan was a man who had been passing himself as a woman for 20 years, ending Hindle’s career.19

‘I Love The Ladies’ and ‘He’s Doing His Bit For The Girls’ were signature songs by Florenze Tempest, ‘America’s most lovable impersonator of boy parts,’ according to Des Moines Daily News, once Hindle’s career had faded. In the UK, male impersonator Vesta Tilley (born Matilda Powles), the voice of ‘Squeeze Her Gently’ and ‘Strolling Along with Nancy, admitted she ‘felt that I could express myself better if I were dressed as a boy,’20 a process that had begun when she was six, walking on stage in a little suit made by her father. WWI gave Tilley a fresh military identity: ‘Jolly Good Luck to the Girl who Loves a Soldier’ earned her the title of Britain’s ‘best recruiting sergeant’. Tilley’s rival, Winifred Emms, who called herself Hetty King, dressed as a sailor for her signature song, ‘All the Nice Girls Love a Sailor’. Ostensibly about the girl-in-every-port seaman, the song was adopted by the legions of gay men who found freedom on the water, within the navy or the cruise ships, denied by law on land.

Lesbians remained prisoners of the restrictive Victorian age, with the monarch fiercely opposed to any women in paid employment, let alone feminism. There was not even a medical – or social – concept of female sexuality at the time, let alone lesbianism.

Aware of developments in Germany, a more forward-thinking woman emerged in English classical composer Maude Valérie White, who named her 1890 lied ‘Soft Lesbian Airs’ (or ‘Soft Lydian Airs’, presumably for official publication). White was one of only two female classical composers – both lesbians – in A History of British Music21, featured alongside Ethel Smyth, described as ‘the first [woman] in Britain seriously to adopt composition as a career’. Clive Paget claims her 1906 opera The Wreckers was ‘considered by many to be the finest British opera between Purcell and Britten.’22 In a letter to her male librettist, she confessed, ‘I wonder why it is so much easier for me to love my own sex passionately than yours. I can’t make it out for I am a very healthy-minded person.’

With women routinely written out of history by male writers and the classical establishment, Smyth is now virtually forgotten, lost among male peers such as Edward Elgar, Maurice Ravel and Camille Saint-Sens on RCA’s 1995 compilation Out Classics: Seductive Classics by the World’s Greatest Gay Composers,23 as the record label responded only to rumour rather than fact. But Smyth was a vital part of feminism’s first wave, writing ‘March of the Women’ in 1910, the officially adopted anthem for the Women’s Social and Political Union, the organisational arm of the suffragette movement that formed three years after Queen Victoria’s death in 1901.

The love that dared to sing

On the music-hall stage, Fred Barnes, born in Birmingham, was intrigued enough by Vesta Tilley’s male impersonations – and gifted enough with a noble baritone voice – to refuse to join his family’s butchery business. He reaped the early benefits of a post-Victorian age, dressing in a monocle, white tie and tails but also the kind of rouge make-up usually applied by women, encouraging cries from the audience of ‘Hello, Freda!’ As a songwriter, Barnes was a rarity among music hall performers. ‘The Black Sheep of the Family’, arguably the first song to come out of the closet when it debuted in 1907, was his most blatant effort to feed off his risqué public persona: ‘It’s a queer, queer world we live in/And Dame Nature plays a funny game/Some get all the sunshine/Others get the shame.’

The song made Barnes famous and became his signature song, secretly acknowledging those who would understand that ‘shame’ was slang for love between homosexual men. And shame was Barnes’ reward, for persistent drinking and an arrest for drunken driving through London’s Hyde Park, with a topless sailor in tow. He served time in prison, his career ruined.24

If the UK was still extricating itself from the Victorian age of morality, mainland Europe was encroaching on liberty. German writer Karl Heinrich Ulrichs became the first man – and the only man of the entire nineteenth century – to publicly confess to being attracted to his own sex, in 1867, having published his Research on the Riddle of Man-Manly Love. With the word ‘homosexual’ yet to be invented, Ulrichs called himself an ‘Urning’ – in English, ‘Uranian’ – a nineteenth-century term that referred to ‘the third sex . . . a female psyche in a male body’, while Urningin applied to women. Some two years later Austrian physician Karl-Maria Kertbeny wrote of ‘homosexuality’ and ‘heterosexuality’ in a pamphlet, following what he called an, ‘instinctive drive to take issue with every injustice’.

The German government nevertheless criminalised homosexuality between men (alongside bestiality, prostitution and paedophilia) in 1871. Twenty-five years passed before school-teacher-turned-publisher Adolf Brand produced Der Eigene (The Unique), the first homosexual periodical. A year later, Brand joined the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee, spearheaded by physician and sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld, the first organisation to defend homosexual rights and initiate a reform of its country’s penal code. While Hirschfeld failed overall in that regard, he did inspire one of the earliest songs to address homosexuality.

Recorded in 1908, ‘Das Hirschfeldlied’ (‘The Song of Dr Hirschfeld’) was the work of the popular Berlin humourist and singer Otto Reutter. The song referred to ‘one of the biggest scandals of the German empire,’ when the aristocrat and diplomat Philip, Prince of Eulenburg was named alongside army general Kuno Graf von Moltke and the Kaiser himself, Wilhelm II, was implicated – an even greater scandal than that surrounding English writer, aristrocrat and dandy Oscar Wilde when he was convicted of gross indecency and imprisoned in 1895. As an academic, Hirschfeld’s expert appraisal was called on in court. He felt that proving Moltke was gay would help his case for legalising homosexuality and so testified that there was nothing wrong with the officer, as ‘homosexuality was part of the plan of nature and creation just like normal love.’25 Hirschfield fell victim to the political sensitivity that ensured that his studies were ‘laughed at and ridiculed’. Worse, ‘the whole scandal was then a major setback for the homosexual movement.’ Even worse, Hirschfield’s religion increased anti-Semitic agitators’ feelings that Jews were to be Germany’s undoing.

In 1908, too, Reutter’s fellow singer/humourist Hans Blädel recorded ‘Neue Ofenrohrverse’ (‘New Stovepipe Verses’ in English, which is only the start of the song’s inscrutable humour that doesn’t work in translation). But the lyric suggests that a homosexual – the first time the term has been used in a song – is an alternative bedmate given the chauvinistic certainty that a wife will grow old and lose her looks.

The same year, the most popular Brazilian tango and folk singer of his day, Manuel Pedro dos Santos, known as Bahiano, added homosexuality to his innuendo- and euphemism-laden topics of sexual practices, prostitution, adultery, masturbation, and sado-masochism. ‘Açouguerio’ (‘The Butcher’), ‘Francesco’ and ‘O Bonequinho’ (‘The Doll’), the last about a baby so pretty that the midwives (and, as he grew, his parents’ neighbours) likened him to a doll – all made playful references to homosexuality, though ‘Os Colarinhos’ (‘The Collars’), a scene set in Venice, was more direct: ‘I walk behind a boy/To touch me one . . . /No wonder! I’m not married/Such a desire does not ensnare me.’

Brazilian singers beside Bahanio liked to provoke and tease, while it was only the odd exception that proved the rule of a more uptight Europe. The backlash after the Eulenberg affair put an end to any reference to homosexuality, in song, until 1919, after WWI. Hirschfeld celebrated the new era, distinguished by Germany’s shedding of social conformity as part of its post-war recovery, by founding the Institute of Sexology; the same year, he co-wrote and acted as himself in the film drama Anders als die Andern (Different from the Others), featuring one of the earliest homosexual characters written for cinema.

Germany’s liberation came with a thriving artistic response that included the Kabarett, or cabaret26 scene, centred in the new capital city of Berlin, a hotbed of political and social satire. According to academic writer Sarah Lippek, ‘Weimar Berlin was alive with a uniquely intoxicating sexual atmosphere because . . . of eroding middle-class values . . . new freedoms of expression, changing forms of womanhood, and the increased visibility of “deviant” sexual personae through popular culture.’27

In 1920, Russian-born composer (and Berlin resident) Mischa Spoliansky and German lyricist Kurt Schneider – billed as Arno Billing and Kurt Schwabach – co-wrote ‘Das Lila Lied’ (‘The Lilac Song’28), the first musical landmark of this revolution, a civil rights anthem that the pair dedicated to Hirschfeld. The scant biographical details of pianist Spoliansky or journalist Schneider don’t refer to their sexuality, but the collaboration is a milestone; articulating the right to freely love someone of your own sex had been expressed, covertly, in books but never so outwardly or in song. The first verse of Schneider’s lyric embodied the same human sentiment as Ulrichs and Hirschfeld, asking why man – who is otherwise, ‘wise and well’ – should outlaw anyone for being ‘in lust’ with his own kind:


‘We see a world of romance and of pleasure/All they can see is sheer banality/Lavender nights are our greatest treasure/Where we can be just who we want to be.’



The second verse was more direct, political and angry, a call for change. ‘Why the torment to impose morals of others on us?/The crime is when love must hide,’ observed Schwabach, concluding, ‘We will not suffer anymore, but we will be tolerated!’

Three versions of ‘Das Lila Lied’ were recorded, one released by the suitably named Homocord label. In 1921, it released ‘Küss Mich Mein Lieber Kohn’ (‘Kiss Me My Dear John’) by the Homocord Orchester. The idea of homosexual rights had acquired a legitimacy that seemed impossible before WWI: an end to suffering, the beginning of tolerance. Free at last.

 



____________________
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CHAPTER 2



The Twenties: ‘ ’T’ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do’: Sissies, Bull-Dykers and Freakish Man Blues




‘My man got a sissy, his name is Miss Kate’


Ma Rainey, 1926





It was known as the Great Migration, an initial trickle of Afro-Americans heading north in the 1890s that had become a flood by 1916, freed from slavery in the southern states. By 1920, a million had made the move. They came to rest in cities such as Detroit, Chicago and Buffalo, but none of the places in which they settled were as large, or as legendary, as the plot above Central Park West in New York – Harlem.


These urban centres were not places to rest when the population density was insufferable and the poverty incurable. But the chance for a social life created a new era of play built on drink, drugs, gambling, prostitution, dancing and sex, and the soundtrack was music. The twin conduits of this cultural deluge were jazz and blues, imported with slavery from Africa and the Caribbean, born of the chain gang, spirituals and gospel music. Jazz was a mostly instrumental expression of jubilance that found employment in the minstrel shows, dance halls and vaudeville. But if jazz required instrumental skills, the blues could be sung with a battered one-string guitar, for its secular messages of woe, appeals for love, connection and salvation and celebrations of lust.


The social, cultural and artistic explosion in Manhattan’s black enclave was vibrant and creative enough to earn a title, the Harlem Renaissance, ‘a seething cauldron of Nubian mirth and hilarity’, according to Variety magazine – the antithesis to the repressed, class-conscious goldfish bowl of European upper and middle-class society. The scene was aided by the economic boom of the roaring twenties, a decade of unprecedented innovation from cars to planes, gramophones to radiograms and sports to Hollywood movies. But it’s a delicious irony that the Harlem Renaissance was also substantially aided by Prohibition in 1920, a nationwide ban on alcohol. Speakeasies – unlicensed venues that sold illegal liquor – flourished, not just among black communities but also drawing in white crowds to the ‘seething cauldron’, eager for a drink and to see black performers playing jazz and blues. Almost everyone was now officially illegal, not just anyone who acted on the urge to sleep with their own sex, which won its own description – ‘in the life’.


‘In the life’ was carnal love, expressed lewdly rather than romantically. And homosexuality remained largely a stigma among men. But women, finding a new sense of self in the post-slavery era, could seek out other women, in defiance of men trying to control them, especially on the road. But social convention dictated those in the life generally got married so the ratio of lesbian to bisexual could never be established. Either way, the most famous blues singer of the era and the woman who mentored her, were both married and flagrantly enjoying lesbian relationships.


From Columbus, Georgia, Gertrude Malissa Nix Pridgett, who called herself Ma Rainey, was labelled ‘mother [or godmother] of the blues’ by record label Paramount. Rainey had toured with her husband Will ‘Pa’ Rainey in the Rabbit Foot Minstrels and then as a duo before she went solo, making her first recordings in 1923. She befriended and mentored the younger Bessie Smith, who made her recording debut that same year. From Chattanooga, Tennessee, Smith had joined Moses Stokes’s Travelling Show, fronted by Rainey, though there’s no proof that they became lovers when they made their base in Harlem.


Rainey embodied a style commemorated by her 1928 cut ‘Deep Moaning Blues’ but Smith became the era’s most popular iconic blues singer not a ‘mother’ but ‘empress of the blues’. ‘Nothing had as profound an effect on me as hearing Bessie Smith for the first time in the fifties,’ recalls Chris Albertson, author of the definitive biography Bessie. Citing Smith’s ‘masterful inflections and timing’, Albertson also heard, ‘What’s perhaps best described as “soul”, a sincerity I also hear in Edith Piaf1 and Carlos Gardel2. Some of Bessie’s audience likened hearing her to a religious experience.’


Speakeasies weren’t the only venues of entertainment; so-called ‘rent parties’, where tenants hired out rooms in order to pay their bills, hosted raucous gatherings, which Smith celebrated in ‘Give Me a Pigfoot and a Bottle of Beer’. ‘Buffet flats’ were rent parties with a host of sexual activities on offer:3 one such venue, run by ex-chorus girl Hazel Valentine on 140th Street and known as the Daisy Chain, became so popular with entertainers that jazz band leader Count Basie would write ‘Swinging at the Daisy Chain’ while blues legend Fats Waller penned ‘Valentine Stomp’ for the proprietor.


It seems that the first blues song to address homosexuality was Alberta Hunter’s ‘Someone Else Will Take Your Place’ from 1923, in which she sang, ‘If you didn’t want me, tell me to my face/’Cause five or six women going to take your place.’


Rufus and Ben Quillian’s 1930 track, the upbeat swinger ‘It’s Dirty But Good’, recognised that women were on to something, and the brothers were missing out: ‘I know women that don’t like men/The way they do is a crying sin . . . There ain’t no difference, it’s just dirty but good’.


Perhaps women found as much comfort and tenderness as sexual compatibility in a world where, as Smith sang in one of her typically downbeat blues, ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’. Women were as much under the thumb of their record label bosses as they were their husbands. But it’s hard to know where Smith stood. In the downbeat ‘Foolish Man Blues’, she complained, ‘Men sure is deceitful and they’s gettin’ worser ev’ry day/Act like a bunch of women, they’s just-a gab, gab, gabbin’ away’, as if their lack of masculinity was the root of the problem. Smith’s lyric went on to qualify, ‘There’s two things got me puzzled, there’s two things I can’t stand/A mannish-actin’ woman and a skippin’, twistin’ woman-actin’ man’.


Perhaps ‘Foolish Man Blues’ was intended to put distance between Smith and ‘the life’ because of her angrily jealous and violent husband, Jack Gee, who suspected what she was getting up to on tour, namely a lengthy affair with chorus dancer Lillian Simpson. Ma Rainey was also toying with disapproval. She was arrested for organising a lesbian orgy at her home and yet ‘Sissy Blues’ (1926) raged at her man’s own infidelity – ‘My man got a sissy, his name is Miss Kate/He shook that thing like jelly on a plate’. While ‘Prove It To Me Blues’ (1927) declared Rainey’s lesbianism – ‘Went out last night with a crowd of my friends/They must’ve been women, ’cause I don’t like no men’ – it also dared audiences to label her: ‘They say I do it, ain’t nobody caught me/They sure got to prove it to me.’


The one woman who didn’t require her audiences to find proof or who needed a husband was singer/pianist Gladys Bentley. She personified the mannish-acting, bull-dyker (also ‘bull-dagger’) enshrined in Bessie Jackson’s ‘B. D. Woman Blues’ – a woman who emulated the well-dressed man of independent means. ‘Comin’ a time, B. D. women, they ain’t gonna need no men,’ was Jackson’s core message; she also sang ‘Women Don’t Need No Men’ under her real (married) name of Lucille Bogan. Bentley was living proof. She favoured a white tuxedo and top hat, which she might have worn in 1931 when she supposedly married her girlfriend in a private ceremony in Atlantic City, Jersey (information that she brazenly, provided to a gossip columnist).


Much more than Smith, Rainey, Jackson, Hunter, Ethel Waters or Clara Smith (who also professionally mentored her lover Josephine Baker), Bentley was the renaissance’s true lesbian revolutionary. If her lyrics didn’t ratify her desire, Bentley’s entire persona said everything – her outfits, masculine voice and crew-cut hair, her flirting with women in the audience, her avoidance of male pronouns when half-singing and half-growling obscene rewrites of contemporary classics such as ‘Sweet Georgia Brown’ at gay speakeasy the Clam House on 133rd Street on Harlem’s main drag, Jungle Alley. Unlike the traditional male impersonator, ‘Bentley didn’t try to “pass” as a man, nor did she playfully try to deceive her audience into believing she was biologically male,’ said writer James F. Wilson. ‘Instead, she exerted a “black female masculinity” that troubled the distinctions between black and white and masculine and feminine.’4


If the Harlem Renaissance was distinguished by women who slept with women and sometimes sang about it, there was no male musical equivalent to its notable poet, novelist, playwright and activist Langston Hughes or his peers such as Countee Cullen and Richard Bruce Nugent. But a small number of homosexual bluesmen existed. The first suggestive lyric from a male perspective was ‘Pretty Baby’ by Antonio Junius ‘Tony’ Jackson, recorded in 1916. The sheet music featured a female cover star but Jackson’s lyrics – unusually – avoided pronouns and the pay-off, ‘I’d like to be your sister, brother, dad and mother too/Pretty baby, pretty baby’ didn’t sound like he was wooing ladies.


Hailing from New Orleans, a city that would host the most liberal attitude to gay life in the US before San Francisco took over, Jackson was blessed with an extraordinary range and piano skills. He made his name in New Orleans’ unique piano-based ragtime scene, though he also had a penchant for female impersonation; one of his reputed stage tricks was to perform a high-kicking dance while playing the piano. He later settled in Harlem with his lover Carl van Vechten, a rich socialite (and, later, novelist) famed for hosting parties for his gay pals and their straight admirers.


Jackson was dead by 1921 (probably from alcohol or syphilis), aged 38. The Harlem Renaissance exploded without him and he’s been virtually forgotten; even Louis Malle’s acclaimed 1977 film Pretty Baby, which used Jackson’s song, didn’t bring him back. Jelly Roll Morton, the ragtime genius who claims to have invented jazz, called Jackson ‘the greatest single-handed entertainer in the world. There was no tune that come up from any opera or any show of any kind or anything that was wrote on paper that Tony couldn’t play . . . His voice on an opera tune was exactly as an opera singer. His range on a blues tune would be just exactly like a blues singer.’


The blues classic ‘’T’ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do’ was first popularised by Bessie Smith in 1922 but was written by her openly gay pianist Porter Grainger; with that knowledge, the track stands as America’s first gay pride anthem. Grainger was circumspect about his motive: ‘There ain’t nothing I can do or nothing I can say/That folks don’t criticise me/But I’m going to do just as I want to anyway/And don’t care if they all despise me.’


Georgia’s Rufus Perryman, better known as Speckled Red, wrote and recorded the barrelling ‘Dirty Dozens’ in 1929, rare for its admission of bisexuality from a male voice: ‘Now I liked your mama, liked your sister too/I liked your daddy but your daddy won’t do/I met your daddy on the corner the other day/You know about that, he was funny that way.’ George Hannah – ‘openly gay’ according to JD Doyle’s Queer Music Heritage5, with a lovely, high vibrato that could easily pass for a woman – was also willing to sing from the first-person perspective. In 1930, he wrote an equally concrete affirmation to ‘’T’ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do’, titled ‘Freakish Man Blues. ‘Had a strange feeling this morning/I swear I’ve had it all day/I’ll wake up one of these mornings/That feeling will be here to stay’.6


There were enough homo-centric songs from the first Golden Age of Gay to fill the 1989 twenty-five-track CD, Sissy Man Blues, without including Bessie Smith or Alberta Hunter. There was Harlem Hamfat’s ‘Garbage Man – or ‘The Call of the Freaks’ – advising, ‘Stick out your can/Here comes the garbage man’, Bert ‘Snake Root’ Hattan’s ‘Freakish Rider Blues’ and Peg Leg Howell’s ‘Fairy Blues’. while ‘Sissy Man Blues’ itself was performed by both Connie McLean’s Rhythm Boys and Josh ‘Pinewood Tom’ White, two of three covers that followed Kokomo Arnold’s 1934 original, declaring, ‘Lord, I woke up this mornin’ with my pork grindin’ business in my hand/Lord, if you can’t send me no woman, please send me some sissy man.’


Cross-dressing also found a niche in Harlem. If Tony Jackson had left his impersonating days back in New Orleans, Frankie ‘Half Pint’ Jaxon, five-foot two-inches of vaudevillian dynamite, sang ‘I’m Gonna Dance wit de Guy wot Brung Me’ from both male and female perspectives; he also fronted the Tampa Red’s Hokum Jazz Band on ‘My Daddy Rocks Me with One Steady Roll’ in 1929. In song, Wayman ‘Sloppy’ Henry wrote a similarly spirited anthem for cross-dressers, ‘Say I Do It’: ‘Pete run with Mose ’cause he powdered his nose and even wore ladies hose’ hollered Henry, whose titular heroes, ‘could be seen running hand in hand in all kinds of weather.’


Female impersonators began to take cues from Hollywood royalty, with names such as Sepia Gloria Swanson and Sepia Mae West. Lavish, costumed drag balls were a feature of both Harlem venues such as the Rockland Palace and in downtown Manhattan’s Greenwich Village. They were populated by both black and white, crossing the boundary of racial segregation, though the whites tended to be more voyeuristic, with special seating provided to look down on the action. According to writer John B. Kenrick, the balls featured ‘effeminate, “pansies” mixed with straight-acting homosexuals and the general public . . . advertised as “unconventional to be sure . . . only be discreet”.’7


‘Harlem is the one place that is gay and delightful, however dull and depressing the downtown regions may be,’ novelist Max Ewing wrote to his mother. ‘Nothing affects the vitality and the freshness of Harlem.’8


But in actuality, the renaissance party and its pan-sexual freedoms didn’t last long, as the roaring twenties hit the Great Depression the economic crash of 1929 would snowball into the thirties and across the globe, driving up religious and social conservatism. The repeal of Prohibition in 1933 decreased the numbers of and the takings in speakeasies and from its mid-thirties’ vantage point, ‘Sissy Man Blues’ was an aberration, a ghostly echo of the glory days.


The fate of Gladys Bentley epitomised the new age. According to Black Women in America: A Historical Encyclopaedia9, ‘Initially, Bentley was able to hold on by cultivating her homosexual following. In the early 1930s, she was the featured entertainer at Harlem’s Ubangi Club, supported by a chorus of men in drag. But by 1937, the glory days of Jungle Alley were very much a thing of the past. Bentley (now aged 30) moved to Los Angeles to live with her mother in a small California bungalow.’


 





____________________
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2      The sexuality of Argentina’s king of tango, who died in a plane crash when in his thirties, has been the subject of speculation, without any hard evidence he was homosexual.
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CHAPTER 3



The Thirties: The Age of the Pansy Craze




‘There’s something about bulls that I like.’


‘I’d Rather Be Spanish Than Mannish’, Gene ‘Jean’ Malin, 1932





The post-WWI social revolution wasn’t isolated to a black population in North America that had belatedly discovered its sense of self. After 1918, Europe was also beginning the rebuilding process after the cataclysmic events of the conflict, with the rise of socialism, republicanism, communism and fascism transforming the political terrain.


Britain in particular had already begun to rebuild after the death of Queen Victoria in 1901: her son, King Edward VII and his successor, George V, were more acquainted with art, fashion and travel. In Russia the 1917 revolution decriminalised homosexuality as part of a wider expansion of human rights, especially for women.


Coming together in the early noughties, the London-based intellectual and art collective known as the Bloomsbury Group was an emblem of change, with openly homosexual members at its core – novelists E. M. Forster and Virginia Woolf, painter Duncan Grant, writer Lytton Strachey and economist John Maynard Keynes. Yet none of the group were musicians. Perhaps the new sounds of ragtime and jazz were too frivolous, compared to literature, but they captured the young and gave rise to the female ‘flapper’ in the early twenties, the name inspired by the dance style, flapping their wings as if they were birds trying to fly.


The party-hard, fashion-conscious flapper sensibility spread through Europe and in America, Petting [making out] parties became popular; sex outside marriage was more frequent. To paraphrase the saying, ‘Fuck war, let’s dance. And even fuck’. Life was for living and the technological and economic boom gave people the chance.


Outside Harlem, New York’s homosexual sub-cultures flourished in Greenwich Village and even pockets of Times Square, where the elaborate Ziegfeld Follies productions – modelled on the Folies Bergère revue in Paris – highlighted singers such as Lilyan Tashman, the wife of silent film star Al Lee, both bisexual luminaries of the new age.


Similar enclaves took root in San Francisco, Los Angeles and Chicago, anywhere capitalism had created large, concentrated populations that offered anonymity and an alternative to rural family life. There were dangers: the first recorded police raid on an American gay bathhouse was in 1903, at New York’s Ariston hotel and seven men received sentences ranging from four to 20 years. But gay life thrived.


Female impersonation thrived too, though male impersonation waned after 1920; perhaps the war had seen women take over the roles of real men, so negating the need for illusion. Hollywood’s silent film industry had appreciated the former even before the war, albeit as slapstick rather than subversive characters. The great American female impersonator Julian Eltinge (born William Dalton)1 made sure he put clear water between his elaborate fantasy and his (equally artificial) offstage act, when he was all cigar-smoking, horseback-riding, bar-fighting machismo; at the climax of his show, Eltinge would rip off his wig to reveal the illusion. But he made a fabulous Countess Sylvia, a Hungarian belle, in the 1903 production of Baron Humbug and in the 1912 Broadway musical The Fascinating Widow, he sang both male and female leads.


Greenwich Village staple Bert Savoy (born Everett McKenzie) was more daring and suggestive: ‘the very first true drag queen’, reckoned writer Mickey Weems2. Where Eltinge was sophisticated, Savoy was bawdy; where Eltinge took great steps to quell rumours of homosexuality, Savoy made much of his sexuality, begging to wear make-up while in prison (for the crime of fortune-telling). After Savoy met chorus boy Jay Brennan on a streetcar, the lovers created a successful double act in 1918’s Ziegfeld’s Follies and the 1920 and 1922 editions of Greenwich Village Follies. Brennan was the straight man to catty, gossiping Savoy. In 1923, the pair released a single, it’s A- and B-sides named after Savoy’s catchphrases, ‘You Don’t Know the Half of It’ and ‘You Must Come Over’. But it was a short-lived recording career: Savoy was killed by lightning that year while walking on Long Beach. But his legacy lived on in the form of Mae West, vaudeville’s queen of bawdy, who learnt her exaggerated moves from Savoy, likewise her legendary catchphrase, ‘Come up and see me,’ most likely modelled on Savoy’s ‘You must come over.’


There’s very little filmed evidence of Eltinge and none of Savoy, but the UK’s Douglas Byng has a presence on YouTube. A school teacher and costume designer turned actor, Byng raised double entendres and sexual innuendo to a new level. He was as openly gay as Savoy but presented himself as an old lady, as unthreatening as his signature songs ‘Milly the Messy Old Mermaid’ and ‘I’m the Mayoress of Mold-on-the-Puddle’. But there was a message to ‘I’m a Mummy – an Old Egyptian Queen’ and an edge to ‘Doris the Goddess of Wind’:


‘I blow through the bedrooms and blow out the light/I blow to the left and I blow to the right/My life’s just one blow through from morning to night/It’s the wind, it’s the wind’.


Germany had been several steps ahead of the UK with Magnus Hirschfield’s work and ‘Das Lied Lied’ and, by the end of the twenties, there were over twenty-five publications dedicated to homosexuality, while the rest of the world had just one – Henry Gerber’s Friendship and Freedom. A German émigré to the US, Gerber had refused to keep his homosexuality secret and was sectioned in a mental hospital. When WWI broke out, he chose to join the army rather than be interned as an enemy alien; stationed in Germany, Gerber discovered Hirschfeld and, back in Chicago after the war, he formed the Society for Human Rights in 1924, America’s first gay rights organisation.3


Neither did America develop the same strong cabaret scene as Germany, with much more intimate spaces than music halls where a select, underground crowd soaked up political satire and gallows humour, especially in the capital Berlin. Germany had its first musical too, written by ‘Das Lila Lied’ composer Mischa Spolianksy, with lyricist Marcellus Schiffer (the two men had lived together before Spoliansky married). Es Liegt In Der Luft (It Is In The Air) included a duet for two women, ‘Wenn Die Beste Freundin’ (‘When The Best Friend’), performed in the show and later recorded by French singer Margo Lion and rising Berlin actress Marlene Dietrich4, about best friends who find a common bond – inferred to be sexual – outside of their dissatisfying marriages.


In France, where sodomy laws had been abolished as early as 17915, a similar sense of freedom was lived out in the larger nightclubs and smaller cabaret scenes. The glamorous figurehead was Josephine Baker, whose lesbian affairs included Ada Beatrice Queen Victoria Louise Virginia Smith (known as Bricktop because of her flaming red hair), another American ex-pat who’d found her niche in Paris, as a dancer, singer and subsequently the owner of the nightclub Chez Bricktop. Britain still lagged behind. Its first nominal cabaret club, London’s Cave of the Golden Calf, had opened in 1912 but went bankrupt three years later.


Yet one British 78 rpm record was willing to go public. ‘Masculine Women, Feminine Men’, a swinging foxtrot written by the prolific partnership of lyricist Edgar Leslie and composer James Monaco, was first covered in 1926 by the Savoy Havana Band and by Merrit Brunies and His Friar’s Inn Orchestra: a subsequent five covers underlined its popularity. Leslie’s verses spun examples of role reversals: she’s learning to shave and he’s doing his hair, she’s playing billiards and he’s dressing the kids; she’s buying suits and he’s wearing perfume. ‘Masculine women, feminine men/Which is the rooster, which is the hen?’ the chorus asked in earnest. ‘It’s hard to tell ’em apart today.’


A year later Mae West put the first openly homosexual figure on the USA stage in her play The Drag, inspired by her anguished gay friends’ desire to live without censure, though the script featured conversion therapy and murder. Also in 1927, the musical Show Boat, by composer Jerome Kern and lyricist Oscar Hammerstein II, was staged on Broadway. It was set on the Mississippi river with themes of love and racial prejudice and, tellingly, ‘Can’t Help Lovin’ That Man’, which gave a voice to anyone who felt oppressed because of who they fell in love with.


The Pansy comes out…


Finally, in 1929, the first clearly delineated gay man, a flamboyant costume designer, came out front, in the first homosexual role in a film with sound. The Broadway Melody was set backstage at a Ziegfeld-style revue; the designer was typecast as a snippy, preening queen, a female impersonator in all but clothes. There was a butch lesbian caricature too. But they were there, in full view.


In 1929 too, Helen Kane – the model for the dipsy cartoon character Betty Boop – released ‘He’s So Unusual’6: ‘When I want some kissin’/And I gotta have some kissin’/He says, “No! Let me go”/He’s so unusual!’ It was a start. Popular culture now allowed men to be effeminate, though the concept of masculine homosexuals would have been too threatening. The economic downturn after the Great Depression had yet to kick in by 1930, when the Pansy Club opened in Times Square. This was the start of a brief era that a 1930 edition of Variety magazine called the ‘pansy craze’. If ‘pansy’ was a derogatory term, it gave the effeminate man an air of legitimacy, if not quite respectability. ‘Mistress of ceremonies’ at the Pansy Club was George Francis Peduzzi, from Baltimore, Maryland. Calling himself Karyl Norman, he was the first female impersonator to write his own songs, which made use of his octave-stretching voice. No recordings exist, but the sheet music survives; song titles such as ‘Nobody Lied (When They Said that I Cried Over You)’ and ‘I’m Through (Shedding Tears Over You)’ suggest tantalising precursors of fifties and sixties pop melodrama, though the pansy sound was defined by zippy, roguish piano tones.


Norman soon had a rival: Brooklyn-born Gene ‘Jean’ Malin, who recorded ‘I’d Rather be Spanish than Mannish’ in 1932, and on a major label (Columbia) too, which certified the pansy’s fashionable status. ‘I’m amazed Columbia got involved, because it was a great risk to release such a record,’ says Peter Mintun, a specialist in the between-the-wars great American songbook. ‘It was expensive to make records, which involved different mechanical processes. In Britain, radio was limited so people would buy recordings, but in the US, radio meant that people bought far less, so you’d get five or maybe ten thousand pressings of a single, while in the UK, it might be fifty thousand.’


Malin had performed on screen with Mae West, and did a great West impression, spoken and sung, in the 1933 film Arizona To Broadway, but his club outfit was tuxedo rather than a dress – less female impersonation, more assimilation. Hearst Newspapers’ Broadway columnist Louis Sobol described Malin as ‘a baby-faced lad who lisped and pressed his fingers into his thighs’7 and his single set a new benchmark for camp and innuendo. The B-side, ‘That’s What’s the Matter with Me’ was a direct confession: ‘As far as I’m concerned, this thing is breaking up my life/I don’t know whether I should take a husband or a wife.’


This thing, the matter with the singer, is that he’s a hermaphrodite. Malin’s A-side was more about metaphor: ‘I am a Spaniard that’s different’, he declares. ‘When I keep my mouth shut, there’s room for a doubt/But when I start talking, the secret is out.’


The chorus incorporated a shrieked, ‘SpaaanEEESH!’ ending in falsetto. What was it about the Spanish? Perhaps the rhyme with mannish was too good to pass up. But it also inferred that America didn’t cultivate pansies – they’re all queer over in Europe, aren’t they?


Ray Bourbon, stole the exact same falsetto inflection for ‘Spanish Passion’, a B-side in 1935, incredibly one of 14 singles he released that year. While Malin emulated Savoy’s brief moment in the sun, killed in a car crash in 1935, Bourbon would endure, ‘the sine qua non of pre-Stonewall drag artists, and certainly the most prolific,’ according to a collector of records by female impersonators,8 with a thirty-five-year stretch of 78s, singles and albums. Bourbon’s first recording, an unreleased test pressing of ‘I Want To Be Good’, established his trademark bitter and barbed spoken-word, decorated with piano trills, frequent mock laughter and barrage of innuendo. Real angst, as penned by Karl Norman, or rage, wouldn’t have got anyone far.


Bourbon, born Hal Wadell in Texas, inherited vast wealth in 1931 but was still committed to his act, as nature clearly intended. According to a detailed account by showbiz and comedy expert Kliph Nesteroff, Bourbon, ‘joined with pansy acts George “Honey Boy” Hayes, Billy “the male Jean Harlow” Beryl and several other ambitious drag queens for a touring revue titled Boys will be Girls. Remarkable for its time, the showcase brought homosexual themes direct to the closeted corners of America – from the Torch Club in Massillon, Ohio, to the Kit Kat Club in Sheboygan, Wisconsin.’9


There was no lesbian equivalent, apart from cellist Gwendoline Farrar and pianist Norah Blaney, partners on and off stage. The British pair presented as women, though Farrar’s deeper voice took the ‘male’ role in their duets while Blaney was the woman, in a knowing twist on the traditional singing couple. Farrar was romantically linked with US actress Tallulah Bankhead, and socially with Radclyffe Hall, the British author of The Well of Loneliness, written in 1929, the first novel to make a clear-cut romantic and political stand for lesbianism.10 Farrar and Blaney were less forthright; though Farrar recorded ‘Masculine Women! Feminine Men!’ with a pianist in place of Blaney, you needed inside information to get the gist of the duo’s tender ballad ‘Moanin’ For You’.


By the mid-thirties, newspaper ads for female impersonators featured ‘All-star gay boys’, the word ‘gay’ for ‘homosexual’ having entered modern parlance. Yet at the same time, the word was still used for its traditional meaning, though it was never clear when the songwriter was intent on using both meanings simultaneously. As publishers of sheet music insisted no lyric could be changed, male and female singers would respectively sing male and female pronouns (on the male side, Leo Reisman’s ‘Can’t We Be Friends?’, Abe Lyman’s ‘If He Cared’ and the Singing Boys’ ‘He’s So Unusual’). Vess L. Ossman’s 1905 recording of ‘A Gay Gossoon’ was unlikely to be a pioneering act of subversion and the 1934 film musical The Gay Divorcee didn’t have a homosexual subtext. But what of rising crooner Bing Crosby’s 1929 cut ‘Gay Love’, a pared-back waltz? Or the swing of his ‘There ain’t No Sweet Man Worth the Salt of My Tears’, written by the first (known) gay man of jazz, pianist and cornet player Bix Beiderbecke, Crosby’s former roommate?


In 1929, Crosby also recorded the swelling ballad ‘I Surrender Dear’, confessing, ‘I may seem proud and I may act gay/It’s just a pose, I’m not that way’. As Beiderbecke’s pal, he must have been aware of the potential interpretation. Fellow male superstars of the era pushed camp at the expense of machismo. Eddie Cantor, whose signature tune ‘Ma, He’s Making Eyes at Me’ was accompanied by rolling his eyes upward while Cantor’s main inspiration, Al Jolson, was America’s most popular entertainer and arguably first to embody the proto-rock star, ‘teasing, cajoling, and thrilling the audience’, according to Broadway expert Larry Stempel.11


Mad about the boys


The UK’s thirties’ superstar was cut from a very different cloth to Jolson. Noël Coward was an actor and singer, but his core strength was his writing: songs, musicals, stage plays. Though Coward moved in very different worlds to the ‘pansy’ entertainer, as an intimate of British royalty (most notably the bisexual Prince George, Duke of Kent), there was a similar level of arch camp and innuendo to his weaponry; the Londoner would never water down his arch mannerisms and plummy accent.


Coward’s 1929 breakthrough was his own play, The Vortex, in which he played the cocaine-addicted son of a nymphomaniac socialite: surely enough scandal for the times, though interpreters also note a hint of repressed homosexuality. But it was his mastery of musicals – Hay Fever, High Society, Private Lives – that defined Coward and gave him the most freedom to let the gay genie out of the bottle. Growing up in the libertarian twenties, Coward, like his friend and musical peer Ivor Novello, 12 seemed to view the gay life with amusement instead of fear. He once said he’d like to cover Beatrice Lillie’s tooth-sweet take on Rose Amy Fyleman’s poem, ‘There are Fairies at the Bottom of our Garden’, but feared he’d accidentally sing ‘There are fairies in the garden of my bottom’.


Coward’s first hit musical, 1929’s Bitter Sweet, included ‘Green Carnation’, a reference to Oscar Wilde’s choice of flower for his lapel in the belief that the colour was, ‘in individuals . . . always a sign of a subtle artistic temperament’. ‘Green Carnation’ chimed perfectly with pansy style: ‘Haughty boys, naughty boys, dear, dear, dear!/Swooning with affectation . . . And as we are the reason/For the nineties being gay/We all wear a green carnation.’


‘Mad About The Boy’ (from 1932’s Words and Music) was written from the viewpoint of women queuing to see a film star:13 ‘I know it’s stupid to be mad about the boy/I’m so ashamed of it but must admit/The sleepless nights I’ve had about the boy.’ While Coward willingly recorded his own version, he never performed it. When UK singer-songwriter Tom Robinson became the first male singer to cover the song – live in 1982, on record in 1984 – Coward’s estate threatened to sue because of his wish that no man could interpret his supposed ‘female’ songs14. It was as if the association would retrospectively out him. Coward never publically declared his homosexuality but lived vicariously on the edge, with enough clues for the initiated. Take his 1941 song ‘I’ve Been To A Marvellous Party’: ‘Everyone’s here and frightfully gay/Nobody cares what people say/Although the Riviera seems really much queerer than Rome at its height/Yesterday night.’ The guests include Cecil, who wears a black feather boa, the Grand Duke dancing the foxtrot with the narrator and ‘Maurice made a couple of passes at Gus’. It does sound like a great night and a really gay night. As long as you never discussed your sexuality, and you counted royals as friends, you could get away with it.


At least Coward never hid behind a marriage and his homosexuality was barely a secret: he was profiled in the first ‘gay lifestyle’ magazine, Bachelor15, published out of Philadelphia in 1937. Cole Porter, meanwhile, was not among those profiled, presumably because he was married, having combined his fortune as the grandson of one of Indiana’s richest men with that of socialite Linda Lee Thomas. But Porter was Coward’s only true peer; as erudite, sharp and arch a craftsman, as coded and playful in his wordplay, though he lacked the voice to front his own songs.


Porter’s wife knew about his affairs with men and dalliances with rent boys, which he wrote about in ‘I’m a Gigolo’, for – and about – the black bisexual s(w)inger, Hutch Hutchinson, who sang it first in 1929, noting, ‘I’m a famous gigolo/And of lavender, my nature’s got just a dash in it.’


Porter also wrote ‘I’m Unlucky in Gambling’ in 1929, his first unveiled reference to homosexuality, about a woman who falls for a croupier and takes him to a film starring US screen idol John Gilbert: ‘I said, ‘Like John Gilbert a lot, don’t you?’/He didn’t answer, but when the show was through/I realised that he liked John Gilbert too.’


In ‘A Picture of Me Without You’, Porter suggested trying to ‘Picture Central Park without a sailor’, referring to New York’s prime cruising zone. He pushed things still further with Broadway’s first gay love song, 1934’s ‘You’re the Top’: ‘If, baby, I’m the bottom, you’re the top!’ Few would have got the inside gag or the reference in 1941’s ‘Farming’: ‘Don’t inquire of Georgie Raft/Why his cow has never calfed/Georgie’s bull is beautiful, but he’s gay!’


In their moneyed worlds, Coward and Porter would have enjoyed their fame, parties and affairs, though the threat of exposure and arrest still required discretion,16 while persistent subterfuge must have been wearying. In Coward’s 1934 operetta Conversation Piece, the female lead sang ‘I’ll Follow My Secret Heart’. Neither Porter nor Coward found anything close to a settled romance (Porter’s only lasting relationship was his marriage).


For the less privileged gay man, the Great Depression meant increased social hardship, more religious conservatism, and the closure of venues where they could meet others. New York’s Pansy Club didn’t even last two years, closed down after a shooting. In 1933, Ray Bourbon was one of seven Boys Will Be Girls troupers to be arrested, at Tait’s Café in San Franciso (the club’s manager eventually took the rap), where the police would periodically make their presence felt and reinforce the need for bribes. In 1936, Bourbon was arrested at Hollywood nightclub Reuben’s, accused of an ‘indecent performance’.


‘Par for the course,’ wrote Kliph Nesteroff. ‘The indecency charge stemmed not from dirty words or descriptions of sex acts, but merely Bourbon’s onstage admission that he was gay.’17


Other gay haunts had their liquor licences revoked and other venues declined after 1933’s repeal of Prohibition. It wasn’t a good year for the gays elsewhere: Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor in Germany and initiated the Nazi eradication of socialist policy and civil liberties, from political opposition to expressions of ‘deviant’ art and sexuality. Hungarian ex-pat Paul O’Montis, who sang ‘Was Hast du für Gefühle, Moritz’ (‘What did You do for Feelings, Moritz’) in 1927 – in a proto-Joel Grey from Cabaret fashion – would flee to Austria and then Czechoslovakia before being sent to his final destination, a Polish concentration camp.18


Hollywood began its own crackdown, having ignored its own production code of 1930, which included a ban on any sexualised behaviour. But the Roman Catholic Church’s nationwide protest finally forced the studios to buckle down. The appointed overseer, Joseph Breen, ‘a devout Catholic, blatant anti-Semite and homophobe,’ wrote John Kenrick, ‘set out to reform the content of Hollywood films with unflinching zeal’.19


Lacking a central body, the US songwriting industry escaped imposed self-censorship. Likewise the UK, which hadn’t had the equivalent pansy craze but threw out the occasional pansy fancy. It’s impossible to know what sales a record such as ‘Let’s All Be Fairies’ by London’s Durium Dance Band achieved but it would have been fun to flap – or mince – to. Over a typical slice of orchestral swing, the effete male vocalist gets his lips around the words ‘tinkle’, ‘gresh’, ‘daisy’, ‘whimsy’, ‘whomsey’, ‘flimsy’ and ‘flamsey’, but gets specific when singing about ‘two great big burly boxers’, one suggesting to the other, ‘There’s no reason why we should fight/So let’s both be fairies’.


If ‘Let’s All Be Fairies’ was as light as its namesakes, there was another path. Judd Rees’ ‘The King’s a Queen at Heart’ (1934) was shocking – crude, audacious and controversial, with the first English lyric to feature the word ‘homosexual’. It’s Rees’ only recording to have surfaced, alongside a single image online20, but it confirms he existed, and mirrored the heavily made-up look of Gene Malin. It turns out that Rees’ real name was Edward Jarvis, a stage and radio actor born in Hollywood, while the record label involved – Liberty Music Shop21 – was based in New York. That might explain the irreverent approach to the British monarchy, specifically King Edward VIII, who abdicated the throne in December 1936 after just 326 days to marry American divorcee Wallis Simpson. There was a rumour that both were bisexual, despite Edward’s additional womanising reputation. Online reports date ‘The King’s a Queen at Heart’ to 1934, two years before Edward’s coronation, where Rees’ song begun: ‘There’s something queer about this peer/his actions most complex/The way he walks, the way he talks/makes me doubtful about his sex . . . His troupes are a-blazen with colour, as they parade in the castle courtyards/From the swish of their stride, he has named them with pride/The king’s own homosexual guards.’


Rees must have been familiar with Gene Malin’s record: ‘To suggest that the Spanish is more apropos than the mannish/On a new conquest gives him a start/He’ll be gay till the end, till he’s too old to bend/For the king’s just a queen at heart.’


All of America’s pansy craze releases proved to be one-offs rather than products of a steady musical career, such as Louis Powell with the Jazz Wizzards’ ‘Sissy’ (‘We’re all sissies and we must stick together’) and ‘Man About Town’, written by Sherwin Bassett and sung by Jimmy Rogers, a vocalist/pianist associated with the Club New Yorker.22 The Coward-esque A-side has a mild gay reference – ‘Don’t gamble with the men at all/Just learn to play strip poker’ – but the B-side ‘Cellini (The Menace of Venice)’ is the earliest musical reference to bisexuality, as known to J. D. Doyle of Queer Music Heritage: ‘And of the women he soon grew very sick/So when he met a blue-eyed page named Dennis/He fell for Dennis like a ton of bricks.’23


Another one-off is documented in Chicago Whispers: A History of LGBT Chicago Before Stonewall24, namely male duo Frankie and Johnnie, who performed in the city’s Ballyhoo club but never seem to have made it to the studio – they exist in the memory of an anonymous contributor, with a lyric that wins outright for outrageousness: ‘Whoops! My dear, even the chief of police is queer/When the sailors come to town, lots of brown, lots of brown/Holy by Jesus, everybody’s got pareses25 in Fairy Town.’



The unknown genius of pansy: Bruz Fletcher


Not all pansy performers were transient characters. Between 1933 and 1937, Dwight Fiske, from Provincetown, Massachusetts, recorded up to thirty sides on his Fiskana imprint. Fiske earned the nickname King Leer and ‘sounded like the biggest flamboyant queen,’ reckons Peter Mintun, but he probably survived because he sang in subtle and veiled code, adopting animals for his party records, from ‘Why Should Penguins Fly’ to ‘Ida the Wayward Sturgeon’. But Fiske pales next to a pansy-era singer-songwriter who raised the bar – with sharper wit and chutzpah, with extra lashings of filth with pathos and tragedy: Bruz Fletcher.


Stoughton Fletcher IV – Bruz was his childhood nickname, a mispronunciation of ‘brother’ – was born into one of Indiana’s richest families, like Cole Porter. There, their circumstances diverged, as Fletcher’s family fortune was lost and in need of work, Fletcher worked as a jobbing songsmith in Hollywoodwhere he moved in with actor and Oscar nominee Casey Roberts. Newspaper columns never inferred a romantic link but their cohabitation was there in print. The show business community looked after its own – except when it came to posterity. History, for the best part of seventy years, has buried Fletcher.


Most of what is now known about Fletcher is down to Tyler Alpern, author of the 2010 book Bruz Fletcher: Camped, Tramped and a Riotous Vamp26. He heard a cover of Fletcher’s waning lament ‘Drunk With Love’ by American chanteuse Frances Faye and was intrigued to dig deeper.


Alpern learned that Fletcher recorded the track in 1934, but on the west coast and had remained undiscovered when the east coast pansy craze itself was first documented in 1993 by George Chauncey in Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. Fletcher’s stage show had been mostly restricted to LA’s Club Bali bar and he had little luck with music publishers, only managing to copyright four of his tunes.


At least Fletcher found a home, at Liberty Music Shop alongside fellow risqué artists, with eight singles; he also released three albums and wrote two novels. As his relationship with Roberts showed, Fletcher embraced risk, with blatant homo-centric songs that refused to settle for the coded messages of Porter and Coward. They included ‘Keep an Eye on His Business’ (the B-side to his first single ‘Hilly Brown’), with a lyric as phallo-centric as any freakish blues. The song, Alpern says, ‘offers pointers on how to hold a man – literally. Fletcher makes it clear that he is talking about more than stocks rising and every time he says “ladies”, you know that, depending on the audience and the hour, he means “gentlemen”.’


Fletcher was also willing to display the dysfunctional skeletons in his closet. ‘Hilly Brown’ described what Alpern calls an ‘Adonis-like travelling salesman’ who ends up castrated, while his mother is poisoned. This was how Fletcher’s mother killed herself in real life, followed by his grandmother, who died sampling the same tincture. The double suicide was compounded by Fletcher’s sister dying in Paris. Systematically, his privileged world had unravelled, which blackened Fletcher’s gift for frothy comedy. ‘His protagonists often have terrible ends in spite of the light, happy nature of the songs,’ Alpern says. ‘Like the “gorgeous” gay butler in “Mrs. Lichtenfall” is shot dead and the madcap society girl turned movie star Miss Day dies young.’


Fletcher vacillated between comedy and tragedy. For laughs, there was ‘My Doctor’, the first anthem for size queens: ‘The size of his prescription quite belies human description/My doctor, his understanding really is huge.’ For sadness, ‘Drunk with Love’ documented Fletcher’s alcoholic slide after he and Roberts had split up, resulting in what Alpern calls ‘Fletcher’s ‘least arch and most honest lyric’:




‘Don’t need champagne to make me spin/Love him so, is it a sin?/My hands touch his, my senses fizz/He makes me drunk with love/Now every day I stop and say I’ll find someone new/Someday he’ll walk out my door/Well, I guess that’s what doors are for/And when I slam it, He’ll say/“God, damn it! He’s just drunk with love.”’





In between, Fletcher used comedy as a vehicle for tragedy, in songs such as ‘Hello Darling’, inspired by Fletcher and Roberts’ pet monkeys to lampoon the idea that homosexuality was a curable affliction: ‘The new psychiatrist that I am going to in the Bleecker Building/Says that I’ve got a primate urge/Yens to sleep with monkeys, marmosets/Anything with a big tail.’


Fletcher was also groundbreaking, creating the first transsexual character in song, ‘Peter Lillie Daisy’ (like ‘Drunk With Love’, a mid-period single released on his Bruz Fletcher Sings label) portrayed ‘a misunderstood young person with the wonderful ability to instantly change its sex from male to female and back again,’ Alpern explains. ‘Seeking its father’s approval and searching for its place in the world, it ends up finding its own self acceptance and happiness. To a population of closeted homosexuals forced to move with great agility between the worlds of straight and gay, the metaphor of changing one’s gender at a whim must have been easily appreciated.’


Fletcher also championed women, if you took ‘Miss Day’ and ‘Mrs Lichtenfall’ at face value rather than metaphors for men. Alpern sees Fletcher as ‘an early feminist of sorts, creating a myriad of bold, powerful, smart, independent, female characters who were often sexual outsiders. These women resonated deeply with homosexuals who related to them on many different levels.’


Stylistically, Fletcher began closer to Coward’s vaudevillian camp patter but gravitated toward Porter’s more timeless sound27 and if Fletcher never matched either’s acute songwriting precision, his melodies have a subtle beauty and some lyrics still dazzle, such as ‘Simple Things’ (1936): ‘I want an expensive extensive excursion/To the realms of in-, per- and di-version/It’s the simple things in life for me.’


For all his hopes, Fletcher’s life was never simple. Behind the wit and wordplay, his private life was like that of Peter Lillie Daisy: complicated and compromised, between the need for honesty and defiance – perhaps the loss of the family fortune meant there was far less for him to now lose – and the fear of arrest or even prison and disgrace. Since the launch of the production code in Hollywood, LA’s gay community had been pushed back underground. Fletcher’s residency at Club Bali was cut short and the bar shut down soon after. ‘Police crackdowns made it virtually impossible for him to find work’, says Alpern. In 1941, Fletcher shut himself in the garage and turned on the car engine.


Fletcher’s suicide symbolised the moral shift between the twenties, when he and Casey were first together, and the renewed bigotry of the thirties. His brutal denouement preceded that of Lorenz ‘Larry’ Hart by two years. Hart would be another victim of the vicissitudes of a turbulent time – and this was a man at the top of his game, like Coward and Porter.


Lyricist Hart and composer Richard Rogers were the most successful song-writing duo of the age; F. Scott Fitzgerald called Hart ‘America’s poet laureate’ while Stephen Sondheim claims Hart ‘freed American lyrics from the stilted middle-European operetta technique’. But Hart’s private life was, in the words of his own lyric, bewitched, bothered and bewildered. While Coward and Porter mastered what John Kenrick calls ‘the combination of private daring and public tact’, Hart was, ‘too guilt-ridden and too frightened . . . The more he tried to suppress his desires, the more they consumed him.’28


Unlike Coward and Porter, Hart’s family were Jewish immigrants; they weren’t poor but they lacked that veneer of privilege. For whatever reason, Hart lacked the confidence of his gay peers; the nearest he came to confession, playful or otherwise, was 1936’s ‘The Heart is Quicker than the Eye’: ‘Mother warned me my instincts to deny/Yet I fail/The male is frail/The heart is quicker than the eye!’


But within Hart’s musical closet, New York Times writer Stephen Holden hears ‘a heart-stopping sadness that reflected his conviction that he was physically too unattractive to be lovable . . . By all accounts, Hart, who stood just under five feet tall . . . saw himself as an undesirable freak . . . he pursued a secretive and tormented erotic life of which only hints appear in his songs.’29


The gender-free oddball romance of ‘My Funny Valentine’ and ‘Blue Moon’ – ‘Standing alone/Without a dream in my heart/Without a love on my own’ – also bear strange fruit. Given Rogers and Hart’s popularity, many similarly closeted gay men would have clung to his words. The language of ‘Bewitched, Bothered And Bewildered’; was also odd, because only a man, rather than a woman, would have chosen the phrase, ‘ . . . and worship the trousers that cling to him.’


By the end of ‘Bewitched, Bothered And Bewildered’, the narrator is gladly free of this giddy love: ‘wise at last’. Like Fletcher, Hart retreated into alcoholism and by 1943 he was free at last, dying of pneumonia after a three-day bender, the culmination of what Hart biographer Gary Marmostein calls, ‘dozens of lyrics that were less about being small than about what it’s like to feel small – to be dismissed, excluded, denied admission and left standing out in the cold.30


Under Republican mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, motivated by ‘a fierce hatred of commercialised vice,’31 wrote Rachel Shteir, gay New York was also under attack. But there were pockets of resistance. By the end of the decade, former Pansy Club MC Karyl Norman had moved to California, to LA’s surviving Club La Boheme and San Francisco’s Finocchio’s, producing drag shows – the only way left for gay men to present on stage – but he never wore drag when singing himself.


The drag show still had legs and two lovers in Miami, Danny Brown and Doc Benner – billed as ‘boy-ological experts’ – took their Club Jewel Box on the road in 1939 (having opened in 1935). Their Jewel Box Revue, according to the Encyclopaedia of Lesbian and Gay Histories and Cultures32, ‘featured original music, dancing and comic sketches – but no lip-sync’. The company was run as a family business: Benner sang, Brown MC-ed and his brother-in-law was musical director, while both owners’ mothers travelled with the revue. Writer Wayne Anderson calls the Jewel Box ‘one of the first gay-positive communities in America, if not the first. It was a place where “gayness” was accepted before the concept of gay-identity had even been fully conceived.’33 The revue sought straight punters too, to swell the numbers while evading the vice squad’s hunt for ‘sexual deviance’.


The singularly named Spivy operated the same policy at her club, Spivy’s Roof, up and running on New York’s 57th Street by the early forties. She enforced an air of maximum discretion: it was the only way to stay in business. Born Bertha Levine in Brooklyn to Russian parents, Spivy was ‘a short, stout woman in a black dress and black hair combed into a stiff pompadour with a white streak going from front to back,’ wrote James Gavin.34 She was the main attraction, playing piano as she sang – with a second, more accomplished pianist hidden out back.


She recorded Seven Gay Sophisticated Songs in 1939. ‘The Tropical Fish’ and ‘Alley Cat’ suggested animal metaphors were still in vogue, which Spivy delivered with the familiar arch, sly style of the day. One of Spivy’s regulars, Ignacio Schwartz,35 can still recite the lyrics to ‘Alley Cat’, whose raison d’etre is surgically removed: ‘No longer will I take chances with the maids/Now I pass them by/And hear them cry/There goes that pansy cat.’


A few last pansy tunes made it through, from the most unexpected source, as if homosexuality had taken a train out of the city and into the country. In 1927, Harold Hersey’s comic poem ‘The Lavender Cowboy’ had been set to music by Earl Hall,36 mocking a man ‘with only two hairs on his chest’. ‘I Love My Fruit’, by the Sweet Violet Boys – a pseudonym for Kentucky’s Prairie Ramblers, the backing band of country music star Patsy Montana – was a country bluegrass number written by their pianist Bob Miller that laughed with the subject. The Violets’ singer declares a fondness for pistachios, pecans and cashews – ‘Yes, indeed, I sure love my nuts’ – and, furthermore, ‘I am always hungry for bananas/That it almost seems to be a sin/They’re so good that when I’m all through eating/I still love to nibble on the skin.’


At a time when America was looking across the water, to the start of WWII, ‘I Love My Fruit’ sounded innocent and frisky, as if the ‘sweet violet boys’ were an accepted part of society. But by the end of the thirties, the pansy craze was dead, its cats neutered or worse. The Jewel Box Revue aside, gay men and women were isolated; without hope, only prayers. A gorgeous, simmering ballad, ‘Something to Live For’, epitomised the mood. Musical ingénue and closeted pianist Billy Strayhorn wrote it as a poem in 1933 when he was just 18, and then recorded in 1939 with Duke Ellington’s band after he became the jazz bandleader’s invaluable arranger: ‘But there’s something missing . . . It seems I’m never kissing the one whom I care for . . . Oh, what wouldn’t I give for someone who’d take my life/And make it seem gay as they say it ought to be.’


In hindsight, 1939 proved to be a pivotal year for gay identity. The Jewel Box Revue was a microcosm of a gay community, a concept which grew, imperceptibly, as WWII broke out that year, triggering a second wartime wave of social mobility, carpe diem positivity and fluid sexual encounters. The same year, the MGM film musical The Wizard Of Oz was released, starring former child star Judy Garland as Dorothy, but just as crucial was the film’s production team, christened Freed’s Fairies. The film’s producer, Arthur Freed, may have been straight, but key member Roger Edens, a gay songwriter and arranger, fought to keep Harold Arlen and Yip Harburg’s song ‘Somewhere over the Rainbow’, after MGM claimed it was slowing the film down.


According to John Kenrick, the endearing euphemism for gay men, ‘“friends of Dorothy” caught on as early as WWII. However, it was not until the 1950s, when television made broadcasts . . . an annual event, that the film iconography became a widespread part of the American gay mindset.’37


At base, on the way to battle or on leave, the film’s message would have struck a chord in gay men and women. ‘Find yourself a place where you won’t get into any trouble,’ Aunt Em tells Dorothy, who turns to her faithful canine companion Toto and replies, ‘Some place where there isn’t any trouble. Do you suppose there is such a place, Toto? There must be. It’s not a place you can get to by a boat, or a train. It’s far, far away. Behind the moon, beyond the rain . . . ’


 





____________________


1      Eltinge was popular enough to have a Broadway theatre named after him.
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3      Gerber found it almost impossible to sign up subscribers for Friendship and Freedom as US law enforcement agencies were able to access postal lists. It only lasted two issues, and his Society two years before Gerber was arrested (but not charged) and all his paperwork confiscated. In later letters, Gerber complained that most homosexuals he knew were keen on finding partners for sex rather than helping to reform the laws that forced them underground.


4      Male impersonation was a dying art, though Dietrich did her bit after her international breakthrough with The Blue Angel (1930). In Morocco (1930), she dressed in a top hat and tailcoat for a nightclub scene, albeit as a radiant, blond-curled femme rather a man. She not only flirted with a woman in the audience but kissed her on the lips.
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10    The Well of Loneliness is much more part of gay folklore than what’s considered the first gay-themed novel, 1870’s Joseph and his Friend: A Story of Pennsylvania, written by – married – USA author Bayard Taylor.


11    Showtime: A History Of the Broadway Musical Theater, Larry Stempel (W. W. Norton, 2010)


12    Novello, the most successful British writer of musicals until Andrew Lloyd-Webber, was more concerned with music than lyrics, though his final musical, Gay’s the Word, tenuously named after its lead female character Gay, was a late-flowering act of boldness.


13    The object of Coward’s adulation could have been Italy’s new matinee idol, Rudi Valentino, whose sexuality was often questioned, his various marriages declared fronts for his gay affairs.


14    Says Robinson, ‘Perhaps whoever was dealing with this for the Coward estate had figured it was better to let my little live album on an obscure label die its natural death rather than giving me the publicity of a court case that could have been tabloid catnip.’


15    Bachelor magazine only lasted a year.


16    It’s often suggested that Coward was protected by his closeness to the British royals.


17    Murder in Mink! The Crimes Of Comedian Ray Bourbon, at http://blog.wfmu.org/freeform/2012/07/murder-in-mink-crimes-of-ray-bourbon.html


18    One small victory against the Nazis was scored by Max Hansen, a half-Jewish Danish-German comedian/actor, who satirised Adolf Hitler as a homosexual in ‘War’n Sie Schon Mal In Mich Verliebt?’ (‘Have You Ever Been In Love With Me?’), which infuriated Hitler. Hansen eventually resettled in Denmark.


19    From ‘Our Love is Here to Stay I, 1900-1940: On Screen’, http://www.musicals101.com/gay4.htm


20    Of a flyer for a bill headed by US vaudeville dance stars Pat Rooney and Marion Bent, http://queermusicheritage.com/jun2004jr.html


21    Liberty had previously released Ray Bourbon records, making the label the default home for risqué club acts.


22    Neither Bassett or Rogers have traceable origins or other recordins to their name and they’re likely to be the same man.


23    Cellini teaches Dennis how to read, ‘but he couldn’t wait until he got to the bottom of the page.’


24    St Sukie de la Croix, University of Wisconsin Press, 2012


25    Pareses is the medical term for inflammation of the brain in the later stages of syphilis, causing progressive dementia and paralysis


26    Blurb Books, 2010


27    Fletcher acknowledged his contemporaries in ‘Oh, For a Week in the Country’: ‘With bright green tile they’ve lined the swimming hole/And the skunks all smell of tweed/The birds all sing songs by Cole and Noel/We were there/With the Hammond organ playing the accompaniment they need.’


28    ‘Our Love is Here to Stay – Musical Closets: Gay Songwriters’, www.musicals101.com/gay5b.htm


29    http://www.nytimes.com/1995/04/30/theater/pop-view-just-a-sap-for-sugar-love-and-sorrow.html


30    A Ship Without A Sail (Simon & Schuster, 2013)


31    Striptease: The Untold History of the Girlie Show (Oxford University Press, 2005)


32    Edited by George Haggerty, Bonnie Zimmerman (Routledge, 2000)


33    Huffington Post, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/wayne-anderson/the-jewel-box-revue-americas-first-gay-community_b_2228790.html


34    Intimate Nights: The Golden Age of New York Cabaret (Watson-Guptill, 2006)


35    ‘The Review of Arts, Literature, Philosophy and the Humanities’, www.ralphmag.org/DJ/spivy2.html


36    Two more recordings followed, by Bob Skyles and his Skyrockets (1937) and Vernon Dalhart (1939) respectively.


37    http://www.musicals101.com/index.html





CHAPTER 4



The Forties: War Games and Nature Boys




‘Frances Faye/Gay gay, gay, gay/Is there another way?’


Frances Faye, cover of Cole Porter’s ‘Night and Day’





Twenty-one years after WWI, the Second World War became another platform for a silent revolution; ‘something of a nationwide coming-out experience,’ as John D’Emilio phrased it.1 The level of prosecutions plummeted and gay men made use of the freedom. The singularly named Tallujah, who started DJing on London’s underground gay scene in the sixties, recalled asking ‘the old queens’ what the war was like. Was it horrible? ‘No, dear,’ they replied, ‘during the blackouts you could wear as much make up as you liked and you didn’t know who you were having!’


Few armed forces personnel questioned the bravery and contribution to morale that homosexual soldiers provided, but their superiors typically felt otherwise. Not long after America entered the war in 1941 the US Navy banned sailors from frequenting a variety of clubs in San Francisco, presumably to keep their minds on war rather than the enjoyable side of remaining alive. Among them was gay bar Chez Boheme – star attraction, Ray Bourbon – and lesbian bar Cafe Internationale. Both were both closed down when state authorities revoked their liquor licenses following their inclusion in the ban.


New York City gay bar Gloria’s had already been a casualty in 1940 after hiring a known gay man as its manager. The bar fought the closure, citing a state law that contained no provisions against ‘sexual variants being served at a bar’ – so the law was changed to make it illegal for homosexuals to congregate and be served in licensed premises. It would remain on the statute books for the next twenty-seven years.


Clubs that did survive included Spivy’s Roof – where a promising young pianist, Władziu Valentino Liberace, was one of Spivy’s backstage pianists – and Mona’s Club 440, in San Francisco, considered the first US lesbian bar when it opened as Mona’s Candlight in 1939. Its ashtrays bore the words ‘Where girls will be boys’.


Gladys Bentley was a regular Mona headliner, alongside drag queens such as ‘Butch’ Minton and Miss Jimmy Reynard. Unlike Bessie Smith, killed in the car crash of 1937 and Ma Rainey, dead from a heart attack by 1939, Bentley had survived the decade, but the police were now strict on how many items of clothing could be worn that traditionally belonged to the opposite sex. Bentley wasn’t a drag king so her signature tuxedo had to be retired and her forties’ tracks were neutered compared to the licentious thrill of the past; one was titled ‘Find Out What He Likes’.


Press advertisements showed the Jewel Box Revue stayed in business through the war, while Irving Berlin’s all-serviceman theatre revue This Is The Army, staged in 1942, provided another safe haven for gay performers who couldn’t avoid the draft – especially those who could better express their inner truth in drag, playing the cast’s female characters.


As the war finally ended in 1945, the Athletic Models Guild opened for business, a photographic studio in LA specialising in semi-nude men in athletic poses and (initially) posing pouches. The other saviour was Frances Faye. Born Frances Cohen in Brooklyn, New York, Faye earned her spurs as a teenager in New York’s speakeasies before graduating to bigger venues such as the Cotton Club; she recalled only having four weeks off in 1936, the year of her debut single for Decca. In 1937, Faye made her screen debut in the musical comedy Double or Nothing, playing a sister act with a terrific scat-singing face-off with lead actress Martha Raye before male lead Bing Crosby cut in for a threesome.2


But Faye was no Hollywood-approved pin-up and had to slim down to find a label willing to run with her. Her self-titled debut album of 1946 was ‘a pretty awful record,’ according to number one fan Tyler Alpern. ‘It has a lot of her personality in song choice but her performance is quite restrained and her unique sound and energy did not come off well because producers tried to change her. But her live radio performances from that time are great.


‘I first heard Frances after taking a chance on a two-dollar album at a used record store. The cover notes were oddly vague, yet telling [Faye], “resides in a hillside home high above the famous Sunset Strip in Hollywood which is shared with her secretary and four French poodles . . . she admits she’s an unconventional character with a wide range of interests.” But I was most impressed that someone had recorded “Barney Google” and I loved “Fever”, so I bought it. She had a unique, high-voltage delivery and I was blown away by the unusual and wonderful sound; the rhythm and delivery against Jack Costanzo’s bongos were instantly appealing and unlike anything I had ever heard. And then there was the saucy banter. I’d never heard anything so frank or gay on an album. I can only imagine what that was like to hear during the closeted era in which it was made! A bit like seeing the first onscreen same-sex kiss.’


Double or Nothing had billed Faye as ‘The syncopating cyclone – originator of zaz-zu-zaz’. She had the requisite pipes, all raspy and smoky and ‘a voice that could flatten the redwoods’, reckons singer-songwriter Alix Doblin,3 who heard Faye in a handful of lesbian bars while at college in Philadelphia during the fifties. One of Faye’s most popular covers – recorded on her debut album – was Bruz Fletcher’s plaintive ‘Drunk with Love’, which Alpern says served both as code for Faye’s gay fans and ‘for her own sexual orientation’.


Faye was married twice but made the audience well aware of her bisexuality. She’d insert her girlfriend (and manager) Teri Shepherd’s name into her cover of Ira and George Gershwin’s ‘The Man I Love’, switch gender pronouns and recast Cole Porter’s classic ‘Night and Day’ as a terrific Latino rumble with her signature line: ‘Night and say/Olé! Olé/What is there to say?/Frances Faye/Gay, gay, gay, gay/Is there another way?’


Fans knew the answer. ‘Frances and her Friends’, recorded for Caught in the Act, reprised the facts of life over a terrific swing metre: ‘I know a guy named Joey, Joey goes with Moey/Moey goes with Hymie and Hymie goes with Sadie/And Sadie goes with Abie and Abie goes with Davy/And Davy goes with Howard and Howard goes with Charlotte/And Charlotte goes with Shirley and Shirley goes with Pearly/And Pearly goes with Yetta…’


Too much of a risk for conservative labels, she didn’t record after ‘Night and Day’ until 1953; Shepherd told Alpern that Faye’s openness hurt her career, ‘in many ways’.


But as a nightclub act, Faye was top-tier and once she’d gained control in the studio (she funded better session musicians if the label budget didn’t provide), Faye’s verve and versatility was finally captured on disc. The mid-fifties album I’m Wild Again was followed with Relaxin’ With Frances Faye; she recorded a version of the Gershwin brothers and DuBose Heyward’s famous musical Porgy and Bess set in the black slums of Charleston, South Carolina and followed it with Frances Faye Sings Folk Songs. But Alpern still thinks her live albums, volumes one and two of Captured in the Act, capture the essence of her greatness. Her swagger and patter was ‘peppered with double entendre and saucy modification of lyrics,’ according to gay historian Andrej Koymasky. ‘Faye can be deemed a precursor of artists such as Bette Midler, Phyllis Diller and Eartha Kitt.’4


There was an ominous, deathly silence from equivalent male singers during the war. It was as if, in wartime, gay men couldn’t do anything as frivolous as recording innuendo-laden frivolity.


Even Liberty Music Shop slowed down with releasing risqué singles, though the label worked with Nan Blakstone, who had got her break in New York’s speakeasies in the twenties. She found a niche after the war as the ‘world’s greatest interpreter of sophisticated song’, with her ‘sophisticated’ repertoire including ‘A Lady’s a Lady No Matter What Cooks’ and ‘Little Richard’s Getting Bigger’.


A growing market for mildly salacious material confirmed that audiences, in the aftermath of WWII, again reflected the loosening of moral restrictions, but it was the fact that Blakstone was straight that she could be bolder than Frances Faye. She recorded such singles as 1947’s US Women’s Army Corps (WAC)-referencing, ‘He Should Have Been a WAC’: ‘Now we all know the draft caught some fellows who would have felt more at home in the WACS/the sort of a boy who would marry a girl because he could wear her size slacks.’


A younger New York singer, Ruth Wallis, who’d broken through in big-band jazz before progressing to the cabaret scene’s lounge and cocktail bars, also earned her title as the ‘high priestess of the double entendre’ and ‘queen of the party record’. She had discovered her more risqué songs – which she wrote herself – were the most popular, including ‘Queer Things (Are Happening)’, in which Wallis, ‘always thinks of my blushing groom whenever I see the pansies bloom.’ Wallis piled on the stereotypes: her husband wears pink pyjamas and uses curlers, though he’s ‘so big and he’s so strong’. Yet by the end, however, she’s philosophical about her plight: ‘He can do what he wants and I’ll do what I can/but the both of us have got to get a man!’5


At least Wallis, Blakstone and Faye treated homosexuality as a fact of life rather than a source of conflict that threatened the natural order. They were joined by a post-war milestone of social progress that came in the shape of a few combined sheets of A4 paper – a mere pamphlet – the first gay or lesbian publication in the USA, which debuted in June 1947.


Vice Versa was ‘a magazine for gay gals,’ according to its editor Edith Eyde, ‘mainly to keep myself company.’6 Eyde chose the magazine’s name, ‘because in those days, our kind of life was considered a vice. It was the opposite of the lives that were being lived – supposedly – and understood and approved of by society. And vice versa means the opposite. I thought it was very apropos.’


Typing out two copies with five sheets of carbon paper in quiet times while working as a secretary in LA, Eyde distributed twelve copies of Vice Versa around the local lesbian bars. There was even a periodic music section. In October 1947, a page headlined LYRICARICATURE was written by ‘our new literary contributor “laurajean”’, who re-worded the lyrics of a popular song of the day, ‘My Ideal’, with unaffected honesty:


‘Will I ever find/A girl of my kind/A girl who’s a mate to me?/Maybe she’s afraid to make up her mind/If only she would, tho’, I know she’d find/Someone who’d adore her ever more and more/And nothing from her conceal/Wherever she may stay/My sad heart longs there to be gay/With my ideal.’


The following page was headed UNUSUAL RECORDS and reviewed what Eyde called ‘pertinent’ records. One was a track she’d heard on radio, about Latin American music: a memorably haunting ballad, ‘Pervitida’, by Mexican singer-songwriter Agustín Lara.7 ‘The narrator’s spurned love for a woman isn’t given a reason, except from the way he calls her “Pervertida” – she is “perverted”,’ Eyde wrote.


Eyde’s amateur venture only lasted nine months. In February 1948, her job changed, denying her the free time at her typewriter to produce her pamphlet. But in those priceless nine issues, Eyde presented a reasoned voice to counter the idea that she was a pervert suffering from curable symptoms, a view that was suddenly and very publically disseminated in 1948 by US biologist Dr Alfred Kinsey’s pioneering report Sexuality in the Human Male. This fostered the frequently quoted ‘one in ten’ ratio of homosexuals to heterosexuals. According to Kinsey, 37 per cent of the male subjects had had at least one homosexual experience, while he estimated that as many as 200,000 homosexuals lived in the Los Angeles region.


Only a few days after the Kinsey report, Gore Vidal’s novel The City and the Pillar became as much of a shocker in the publishing world. It was an uncompromising portrait of love and sex between men that defied the clichéd view of effeminate victims corrupted by their unnatural libido. Vidal’s book itself was quickly followed by Other Voices, Other Rooms, Truman Capote’s southern-gothic tale of similarly intense gay experience in Louisiana.


In Hollywood, commercial expectations ensured that sympathetic treatments of homosexuality were eschewed for sensationalism; Alfred Hitchcock’s 1948 film Rope, which entwined a murder plot with a coded homosexual relationship, co-starred John Dall (gay) and Farley Granger (bisexual). The screenwriter was Arthur Laurents (gay) and music was by Francis Poulenc (gay), but the plot entwined a murder plot with barely disguised homosexual villains. Elsewhere, Broadway and the world of modern classical music supplied supportive gay enclaves and this was where, it seems, gay musicians made their home.
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