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Praise for
A PLACE OF OUR OWN



“A Place of Our Own is suffused with Thomas’s wit and nerdily brilliant insights, as well as a humane warmth which she extends to the younger generation of queer women, nonbinary folks, and trans men and women who are continuing the (unfortunately) ongoing struggle. If only a bunch of dykes were running things by consensus, and on a shoestring, this sorry world could be a very different place.”


—Alison Bechdel


“Thomas’s lively, hugely engaging book is a fascinating chronicle of the courage, tenacity and vision with which queer women have carved out spaces for themselves in an often less than friendly world. An inspiring celebration of lesbian camaraderie, activism and fun.”


—Sarah Waters, author of The Little Stranger


“Thomas masterfully delves into the essence of six spaces pivotal to queer women’s culture, highlighting the resilient bookstores, lively softball leagues, vibrant vacation hot spots, and under-the-radar lesbian bars that provided both refuge and revolution to a generation of queer women. As sapphic spaces vanish, so too does a part of our culture, making this book a must-have for any queer bookshelf.”


—Tegan Quin, musician and member of Tegan and Sara


“A breathless and fun-to-read, yet sobering, tour through the worlds we built . . . A Place of Our Own illustrates a time when each woman had to venture out into the world of the unknown to create her lesbian life and all the unforeseen adventures she encountered and created. Bravo!”


—Sarah Schulman, author of Let the Record Show


“A Place of Our Own is a wonderfully rangy, conversational, and thoughtful exploration of lesbian geographies . . . It is optimistic without collapsing into coziness or cliché, animated by affection but not lacking in rigor, comprehensive yet brisk, and I only wish there was more of it.”


—Daniel Lavery, author of
Something That May Shock and Discredit You


“Immensely readable . . . Far more than an elegy for past times, this book is a warts-and-all how-to guide to forging community in the face of what seem like insurmountable obstacles . . . Ultimately encouraging and empowering, A Place of Our Own is a reminder that you can’t change the world, but you can change your neighborhood.”


—Rosie Garland, novelist, poet, and singer


“Thomas’s meticulously researched book pulses with delicious dykes and the spaces we have made for ourselves over the years . . . While not every space was as hopefully inclusive as we might now desire, it is important to recognize how we got to where we are now and those who paved the way. I welcome this story, and I very much look forward to one set on this side of the Atlantic.”


—Stella Duffy, author of Theodora
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FOREWORD


GROWING UP IN THE NORTH OF ENGLAND IN THE 1970S, I had no idea where the lesbians were, but I knew I had to find them. My motivation was, I admit, mostly hormonal—before I could find Ms. Right, I had to figure out where she and her mates hung out. Forced to explore, I found myself socializing separately from my heterosexual peers, in places as far away as Devonshire Park in the seaside town of Eastbourne and the Gateways club in London’s Chelsea. (I wish I had juicy anecdotes about that storied venue, but all I remember is having to knock on the door to gain admittance and worrying that I wouldn’t look lesbian enough to get in. Ha! As if!) Several decades later, I realize that girlfriends were the least of it. What I really needed was to find my people: friends, collaborators, elders, exes, teachers, crushes, role models and nemeses.


Exploring the places queer women created to meet and mingle became my life’s passion. This book chronicles six of them: the lesbian bar, the feminist bookstore, the softball diamond, rural lesbian-separatist communities, feminist sex-toy boutiques, and vacation destinations.


My search eventually took me to the other side of the Atlantic, and the forty years I spent in the States before returning in 2022 explain why this book is much more about Fire Island and softball diamonds than about Hebden Bridge and rugby pitches. The ubiquity of American pop culture means that few people need a simultaneous translator to understand concepts like being carded or striking out, even if they’ve never tried to get into a New York bar or put on a softball mitt. Lesbian life is especially universal. Nevertheless, now that I’m back in Britain, I’m regularly reminded that US culture is unique in several important ways. Hence this prologue to the Virago edition.


Across the US, it’s illegal for anyone under the age of twenty-one to enter a bar—and that prohibition is taken very seriously. As a sixteen-year-old who looked about twelve, I not only got into British pubs, I was also allowed to buy drinks as long as I could recite a birth date that put me over the age of eighteen. That would never happen in the States, where most bars have a staffer posted at the door, carefully checking would-be drinkers’ identification documents. And despite what you may have seen on TV, few young people have a fake ID, though some do put themselves in legal jeopardy to get one. In practice, a well-intentioned law, designed to reduce drunk driving, excludes young Americans from a key homosocial setting.


The British tradition of “the local” means that gay pubs are generally less edgy than their American counterparts. On my first visit to one, when my friends and I walked through the door of a backstreet ale house that appeared on a closely guarded list of queer venues, the landlady took one look at us and announced, “I think you’ll be more comfortable in the snug.” She was right. In an arrangement that is now largely obsolete, the pub had two distinct sections. What had once been the ladies’ bar—the snug—had become the designated seating area for homosexual drinkers. It was downright cozy—and completely lacking the frisson of the forbidden that still suffuses American dyke bars.


US politics, population, and geography also explain some other key international differences. In the 1980s and 1990s, when more than a hundred American cities boasted independent women-owned feminist bookstores, Britain had just a handful. Most Brits found feminist titles in “radical” bookshops. Stores like Grass Roots in Manchester, Mushroom in Nottingham, or Compendium in Camden Town sold many of the volumes that were available in London’s two main feminist bookstores, Silver Moon and Sisterwrite, but they also offered carefully curated sections on radical politics, anarchism, international relations, Black history and culture, and mind, body, spirit. In the more populous United States, for a few years at least, cities could sustain specialist stores for feminist, socialist, Black, and New Age books.


Similarly, the kind of remote acreage where North American landdykes established separatist communities barely exists in the more densely populated United Kingdom. (It’s no coincidence that Britain’s only longstanding lesbian land is located in the Outer Hebrides.) What’s more, the British weather means lesbian vacations are more connected to events—sports fixtures, or in recent years, birthday celebrations for Anne Lister, the real Gentleman Jack—than to seasonal destinations that rely on long months of balmy beach days. And again, there’s the question of numbers: with a population nearly five times that of the UK, America simply has more gays to patronize these enclaves. The result is that even extremely gay-friendly spots like Brighton can’t compare to US resorts like Provincetown or Cherry Grove, whose very existence depends on serving queer holidaymakers.


Of course, the laws that govern sex-toy emporia in Chicago don’t apply in Glasgow, and you don’t have to be twenty-one to buy a beer in Birmingham. But that slogan you hear at Pride is true: We are everywhere—and we have a lot in common. Some of those constants represent a global catastrophe: lesbians around the world have little access to capital, which means our businesses are almost always underfunded. And like all independent projects, our institutions are subject to predatory competition from multinational conglomerates. Ah, yes, but as this book shows, we are creative, loyal, and, somehow, indefatigable. And we love to get together.


We’ll always need spaces where we can find one another. To organize, strategize, and socialize. To find joy, solidarity, and community. More than anything, I hope these slices of history will provide inspiration. By learning the lessons of the past, we can create a better future. Wherever we are.
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INTRODUCTION



LESBIANS GET OUR NAME FROM AN ISLAND: LESBOS, THE Mediterranean homeland of the poet Sappho, who lived and loved there more than twenty-six hundred years ago. It’s a place few of us will ever visit. I’ve never been, and I’ve never seen a photo of Mytilene, its capital, in any of our bars. Lesbians are a people without a home. Perhaps that’s why the ones we make for ourselves are so important.


My own life has been defined by a search for lesbian spaces. In the early 1980s, shortly after I headed off to college, I bought a gay travel guide to the United States. Some of the activities catalogued in that little brick of a book were either downright terrifying or completely inapplicable to an awkward young feminist like me—so many “cruisy areas” and adult bookstores! Still, I studied that tome like a holy text. I spent more time thinking about the abbreviations used in its listings than I did about my major, though I never fully unlocked their secrets. “L/W: Leather/Western.” Like John Wayne? “N: Nudity permitted in some areas.” Those were areas I definitely needed to avoid. “AYOR: At your own risk.” Wasn’t it all? But occasionally I would light upon a “W,” which meant “Mostly women (lesbians).” That letter kept me reading.


Since I grew up in England, my interest in the bars of Athens, Georgia, or the erotica emporia of Modesto, California, was largely academic. I wasn’t going to cruise Tujunga Canyon or attend a denim/uniform night in Dallas, but the existence of this decidedly unslim volume, dense with agate type, gave me hope. Even if I couldn’t go there, the fact that there was a bar for W’s on Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, meant there must be dykes who drank there. If Provincetown, Massachusetts, had a lesbian craft store, there had to be women who shopped there. Here at last was the proof I needed that there was more to lesbian life than the two other dykes in the college gay group and that one bar in town that hosted a women’s night on the last Tuesday of every month.


In the decades since, many of the dreams that were hatched while I was poring over that ancient guidebook have come true. I made awkward conversation with dozens of women in lesbian bars, and despite some near misses, I avoided being injured by an errant pool cue. I spent untold hours browsing the shelves of women’s bookstores; attended feminist bookfairs in Montreal, Barcelona, and Amsterdam; and eventually worked at a feminist publisher in Seattle. I became an American. I communed with thousands of naked women at music festivals, learning that I was happier if I kept my socks on. I attended heart-stoppingly thrilling sporting events and went home realizing that the best part was bonding with all the other dykes in the stands. I spent ecstatic nights on dance floors, long evenings in collective meetings, and rejuvenating weeks in gay resorts. It was all exactly like I hoped it would be, and it was all completely different.


Since the proverbial dawn of civilization, some of those drawn to the “opposite” sex for love, passion, and partnership have felt a need to restrict the options of the rest of humanity, to instill feelings of shame, fear, and self-loathing in the people we now call lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender. Institutions that were supposed to provide support—religious groups, the criminal justice system, and the nuclear family, to name but a few—instead targeted their queer brethren, telling them they must transform or at least deny their true selves if they wanted to avoid banishment. To retain their place in the family, the church, and the community, they would need to conform.


Many did. But the queer people who didn’t—those who refused to see themselves as sick, who failed in their attempts to pass themselves off as straight, or who decided that the pain caused by suppression and deception was worse than the punishment they would receive if the truth came out—were forced to find new homes: Neighborhoods where they could live and socialize relatively safely. Venues where they could meet and mate. Spots where they could generate and share new ideas to challenge the old ideologies. Parks where they could play together. Places where they wouldn’t be alone. In the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, these spaces planted their rainbow flags on the map, at first tentatively and clandestinely, then with growing out-and-proud visibility. Making solitude a choice rather than an unavoidable fate has been the greatest achievement of the gay civil rights movement.


The journey from isolation to community—from the well of loneliness to the gayborhood—required the construction of numerous way stations. Some blossomed and faded; some have endured, albeit in forms that look very different from their original manifestations; and others have become so integrated into society that their queer origins have been forgotten.


For queer people, these spaces hold an outsized significance. We aren’t born into the LGBTQ community. Unlike other minority groups (which many of us also belong to), where parents teach their children about family history, religious traditions, and systemic prejudice, our birth families are generally ignorant of queer codes and culture. We have to work out their rules, rituals, and rich history for ourselves. For that to happen, we need places where we can find our new, queer families. Covid-related lockdowns reminded everyone of the importance of “third places”—the informal settings beyond home and work that foster community life and satisfy people’s need for human interaction. Yet, even under normal circumstances, the third place is especially precious for LGBTQ people, who may be rejected by their families or shunned by their coworkers.


Lesbian and bisexual women have experienced extra challenges in finding an alternative home base. Although we make up as much as 5 percent of the population, we’re diverse in our interests and enthusiasms, and we tend to have less disposable income than gay men, making it challenging for commercial enterprises targeting queer women to succeed.1 It sometimes feels as if at least four-fifths of the media coverage of lesbian institutions consists of eulogies for newly shuttered bars, bookstores, and businesses.


This book isn’t a lament for those lost locations. Rather, it is a joyful celebration of the dream palaces queer women have built: places to meet, share ideas, form teams, create utopias, find G-spots, and get away from it all. Although we are everywhere, I focus on six key locations where contemporary lesbian culture was created and shaped, primarily in America, starting in the 1950s and 1960s: the lesbian bar (and its less celebrated cousins, the women’s coffeehouse and restaurant), the feminist bookstore, the softball diamond, the rural commune, the feminist sex-toy store, and the vacation destination.


Starting in the 1970s, lesbians transformed bars from spaces where they were barely tolerated to locations where they were welcomed and respected. Energized by feminist activism and the potential of lesbian organizing, women established bookstores where lesbians could access the latest publications and where they could meet and exchange ideas. Even softball, a sociable summer pastime played in parks and popular with working-class women—in part because it didn’t require expensive equipment—took a political turn in that same decade. Activists realized that the softball field provided a venue where they could promote their organizations, model lesbian camaraderie, build physical strength, and even yell “queer cheers” in very public settings. Some women were so determined to sever their ties with men that they turned to each other for love and support, forming separatist communes on “lesbian land” in rural areas across America, where men, and often straight and bisexual women, were not welcome. Women in New York and San Francisco founded the first feminist, sex-positive vibrator stores focused on helping women have better sex, launching a movement that was especially valuable to people whose experiences had been overlooked in sex-ed classes. All the while, resorts such as Provincetown and Cherry Grove and the dozens of women’s music festivals that sprang up around the country provided a temporary refuge from the heterosexual, male gaze.


Even as queer women made space for themselves, the larger world continued to be full of perils. Gathering under the same roof was risky, but so were the most basic forms of communication. In the 1950s, it was dangerous to broach queer topics in newsletters, magazines, or even personal correspondence sent through the US mail. Early civil rights organizations couldn’t avoid the post office—indeed, setting up a PO box as a point of contact was still safer than using a home address or renting an office—but every interaction carried considerable risk.2 Post office officials were authorized to seize mail they considered obscene, a label some bureaucrats automatically applied to anything related to homosexuality, and individuals caught sending or receiving “obscene” mail were subject to fines and public shaming.3 Institutions from national civil rights organizations to groups arranging social gatherings in private homes effectively imperiled their members’ welfare every time they wrote their address on an envelope.


Fear of post office interference even shaped literary history. In the early 1950s, when Marijane Meaker sat down to write a novel about her lesbian experiences at boarding school, her straight, male editor gave her two editorial notes: she should move the action to a college setting, and she must present homosexuality in a negative light.4 The latter requirement wasn’t just a matter of maintaining mid-century mores; it was designed to avoid distribution problems. If postal authorities inspected a shipment and discovered even one title with gay content, they were liable to confiscate the entire delivery. Consequently, Meaker explained to me in 2016, “You had to censor yourself, because you didn’t want other authors to be punished for something you wrote.”5 The best way to keep the authorities at bay was to deprive queer characters of anything resembling a happy ending. Meaker’s novel, Spring Fire, published under the pseudonym Vin Packer in 1952, ends with Leda, a bisexual college student, committed to a psychiatric hospital. The book was a massive hit, selling nearly 1.5 million copies in its first year of publication and unleashing a flood of pulp lesbian fiction, almost all of which ended in tragedy.6 Queer readers, skilled in the art of translating straight narratives to fit the contours of their own lives, learned to enjoy the love story that preceded the mandatory misery.


In the mid-1950s, gay rights group ONE, Inc., exasperated when Los Angeles postal officials seized every copy of two separate issues of its monthly magazine, fought the confiscation all the way to the Supreme Court. In 1958, in One, Inc. v. Olesen, the court ruled that homosexuality was not inherently obscene.7 This provided some relief to groups wanting to communicate with potential members, but it certainly didn’t mean that queer activists could let down their guard. Long after the 1950s, obscenity was used as a pretext to restrict the distribution of sex-toy catalogs (and sex toys) through the mail, for customs authorities to seize LGBTQ books crossing international borders, and in the 2020s to prohibit librarians from providing queer books to children.8


Deep into the 1960s, a sense of uncertainty pervaded businesses that catered to the queer community. In the world of nightlife, this took the form of vague rules, inconsistently applied. Even in a relatively liberal state like New York, the selective prosecution of ambiguous offenses like disorderly or indecent conduct meant that no one was absolutely certain whether it was legal to serve liquor to openly gay patrons or exactly how many items of women’s clothing people assigned female at birth must be wearing to avoid arrest for “masquerading” as men.9 No legitimate operator would want anything to do with such an unpredictable business. In the mid-twentieth century, the twilight world of queer bars provided a welcoming home for the Mafia, which took advantage of this semilegal environment to charge exorbitant prices for watered-down liquor, sell untaxed cigarettes, and run prostitution, blackmail, and other illegal rackets. To keep their bars open, the Mob paid off the police. That would bring a temporary respite, but the cops always returned. Raids happened when police wanted a bigger payoff, when a bar was operating too brazenly, or when mayoral elections loomed and the administration craved newspaper headlines about cleanups and clampdowns. They were an inconvenience for bar operators and an absolute catastrophe for patrons. Newspapers routinely listed the names of those rounded up by the cops, which meant that a night in a bar could cost a lonely lesbian her job, home, or family.


Even if lesbians could avoid losing everything, the economic circumstances they lived under made it almost impossible to establish a women’s space—much less a lesbian one. Before the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA) passed in 1974, only women of independent means or with connections to deep-pocketed men could dream of setting up a bar, bookstore, or any other kind of meeting place. Until then, it was perfectly legal for lenders to deny loans to women.10 When they married, women’s credit histories were routinely subsumed by those of their husbands: if a woman had a credit card in her own name before she got hitched, it would be canceled and the woman directed to reapply under her husband’s name (pending his permission, of course). When a couple divorced, many lenders had a blanket policy of refusing to extend credit to the woman for up to a year after the separation. Even after the ECOA became law, women still had problems accessing capital. The founders of Sisterhood Bookstore in Los Angeles, who were all married to men when they started the store, couldn’t get a bank loan until they found a female bank manager who was willing to help.11 (There were exceptions, though, as the 1970s also saw the creation of explicitly feminist funding institutions. San Francisco’s Old Wives’ Tales bookshop was able to open in 1976 thanks to a loan from the San Francisco Feminist Federal Credit Union.)12


Still, generations of queer people persevered and carved out spaces through unimaginable difficulty, ultimately creating not just individual institutions but complex lesbian scenes that were hotbeds of political action. When we think of such scenes, the first association is probably Paris in the 1920s, New York’s Greenwich Village in the 1950s, or the Los Angeles of The L Word in the 2000s, but a robust lesbian infrastructure also drew women to places like Eugene, Oregon; Park Slope, Brooklyn; and Gainesville, Florida.


In Gainesville, starting in the late 1960s, women created consciousness-raising groups, formed early lesbian-land projects, and founded women’s arts festivals. One group bought an old house, which became the home of an organization called Women Unlimited, housing a bookstore, a radical newsletter, and a counseling center.13 Another, the Feminist Action Network, begat Lesbians Empowered for Action and Politics, which organized annual retreats attracting hundreds of women from around the South to spend a weekend camping on women’s land.14 There, they expanded their social circles as well as their understanding of what lesbian-feminist community might encompass.


These new institutions, often small and informally operated, were nevertheless powerful enough to draw women clear across the country. Barb Ryan was in her mid-twenties, living in Reading, Pennsylvania, when she decided to go to college.15 Word of Mother Kali’s Books and the presence of radical hippies in Eugene, as well as the string of lesbian-land groups just a few miles down the highway, made her decision easy: She applied to just one school, the University of Oregon, despite its being thousands of miles away. Once in Eugene, she also discovered the Riviera Room bar, local cafés like Mama’s Home Fried Truck Stop, and, of course, a softball team. She was active in a lesbian mothers’ support group and later became a counselor. Four decades after moving to Eugene because of its radical reputation, Ryan was still part of the community.


Although these institutions operated independently, they were deeply embedded within their communities. Soon after archivist Linda Long and her late partner moved to Eugene, she learned that artist Tee Corinne was part of the vibrant lesbian-separatist communities in southern Oregon.16 Long was familiar with Corinne’s photography and realized her personal papers would be a valuable research collection for the University of Oregon Special Collections and University Archives. Lacking a way to contact the artist, Long knew who would have that information. She headed to Mother Kali’s Books, and after she had demonstrated her connection to the local community and spelled out her plans to develop a manuscript collection for the lesbian-land movement, store manager Izzie Harbaugh shared Corinne’s contact information with her. That interaction set in motion the creation of the Oregon Lesbian Land Manuscript Collections, one of the most significant centers of lesbian scholarship in the United States.


As Long and Corinne demonstrate, the women whose energy fueled hubs like Eugene were often involved in multiple projects. Before she became the first openly gay mayor of a major US city in 2010, Annise Parker was a co-owner of Inklings, Houston’s feminist bookstore, and she was active in the local lesbian softball league.17 Driving to a meeting in the state capital, Parker met Phyllis Frye, who soon became the first trans woman to play in the softball league. Years later, Parker helped Frye break another barrier when she appointed her as the first openly transgender judge in the United States.


There are countless examples of how the existence of spaces like these led women to community activism. Because ACT UP New York held its meetings at New York’s Lesbian and Gay Community Services Center, now known simply as The Center, it became a powerful activation point. Garance Franke-Ruta was a seventeen-year-old high school dropout attending a queer youth meeting in the center when an ACT UP member, who was systematically visiting every room in the building looking for people to attend an upcoming action at the Food and Drug Administration headquarters, stopped by.18 After that first protest, Franke-Ruta spent the next four years of her life as a full-time AIDS activist. Others joined ACT UP because they were at the center for health-care appointments, Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, or other political events when they chanced upon the Monday night gatherings.


All these physical, in-person meetings might feel like a dream from a bygone era—and in some respects, they are. The internet has revolutionized lesbian culture in undeniably positive ways. We can now connect and scheme with others who share our obsessions, concerns, and creative interests, regardless of geography, in ways that were unimaginable before the mid-1990s. Podcasts, videos, and internet publications have a potentially limitless reach. People all over the world can shop at queer-owned websites, discuss their lives in forums with other queer people, and share a Zoom room with trailblazing writers and thinkers.


Still, it would be a shame to lose the physical spaces that shaped late twentieth-century lesbian culture and a tragedy to forget them. Even a tech-obsessed hermit like me would rather browse brick-and-mortar places—for objects, ideas, and compatible individuals—than be forced to rely on algorithmic search results. Feminist bookstores, to choose one of my favorite hangouts, didn’t only change lives because shoppers could find the latest books and magazines within their welcoming walls (though they could, and that alone was transformational). Women could also consult the binders crammed with information about bird-watching clubs, twelve-step programs, and political affinity groups. And most importantly, they could meet and hang out with other members of the community and talk with a staffer who could offer advice about books and relationships. That bookstore worker might even play a role that is essential in every lesbian’s life: the first dyke—a role model, a crush, a potential friend. Like the truck driver with her ring of keys in Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home, but a woman you can talk to any time you walk into the building rather than a figure you can only gaze upon from a distance.19


None of these locations—no, not even militantly separatist lesbian land—were exclusively lesbian. Bisexual, asexual, and heterosexual women (including those who applied different labels to themselves over the years) also created and sustained these projects, as did nonbinary people and transgender women and men. When I speak of “queer women,” I am using the phrase as an umbrella term for nonstraight people who are not cisgender men. I suspect this imprecision will irritate some readers, but it is the reality of lesbian-feminist organizing and community building, where we have always understood that identity is a fugitive thing.


Big questions emerged in these spaces. Who owns “our” institutions? Can queer feminist ideals thrive in the capitalist marketplace? Do we really all play for the same team? Can we, and should we, separate ourselves from anyone who isn’t a lesbian, however that is defined? How important is sex to sexual orientation? Can being in the majority for one week a year fuel us for the other fifty-one? Can an inherently diverse group create a truly equitable community, or is it doomed to replicate the exclusionary dynamics of the larger society?


Lesbian stories are important for anyone who hopes to understand American culture. After all, the forces that are causing lesbian bars to close are also making it harder for anyone to find a cozy local spot where they can socialize with friends. The rise and fall of the feminist bookstore and sex-toy boutique runs parallel to the roller-coaster ride all independent bookstores and small businesses have taken over the last thirty years. Lesbians aren’t the only adults seeking fellowship in a lonely world; nor are we the only minority group that has tried to form separatist enclaves or establish locations where their community, temporarily at least, makes up the majority.


Some of the sites this book explores are commercial; some are civic spaces; some are collectively owned and operated. Some are for couples and small groups, some for individuals, and some for teams; some are intentional communities, and some are open to anyone who can afford them. But they all shaped what we now think of as lesbian culture, and they all have lessons to teach readers—queer and straight alike—about the history of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the triumphs and failures of activism, and the ongoing struggle for a more just and loving world.
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Dee Meadows and Stormé DeLarverie inside the Cubby Hole, New York City, 1986. © 1986 JEB (Joan E. Biren)












ONE



LESBIAN BARS


WHERE DO YOU GO TO FIND LESBIANS? IF THAT WERE A question on Family Feud, the most popular answer would surely be “BAR.” For decades, women risked their livelihoods and family ties to spend evenings in lesbian bars. They were—and still are—a place to meet lovers and friends; dance, flirt, and blow off steam; and build community.


For most lesbians and gay men, the bar is the first place we go to find our queer selves. I still remember the terrifying, giddy excitement of my first forays into gay pubs and clubs, the thrill of discovering other lesbians and gay men in all their beautiful, dreary, fabulous, sleazy variety. There, I danced to fifteen-minute techno remixes under spinning disco balls, learned that the proper way to show appreciation to drag performers is to hand them neatly folded paper money, and came to understand the importance of giving the heroines of the pool table plenty of room to make their shots. Lesbian bars are my cultural patrimony and my political heritage.


Although there’s no evidence that the world contains more queer men than queer women, there have always been many more bars built for that population.1 The 2023 edition of the Gayellow Pages showed Manhattan as having two lesbian bars but as many as fifty-five catering to gay men.2 Why the disparity?


Back in 1966, New York Unexpurgated, “an amoral guide” to mid-century Manhattan, floated some theories about the scarcity of lesbian bars: “Shyer, more private than fags—[lesbians] don’t seek out bars as frequently. Also—their motivations and sex drive are entirely different. The rapacious cruising and turnover necessary for gay men isn’t their scene. So fewer clubs are needed. Also—they keep closing because of an overabundance of male spectators, mostly ineffectual sorts who thrive on watching these girls.”3 That’s not the language I’d use, but I can’t argue with the sentiment.


In the twenty-first century, straight guys spend less time leering at live lesbians, but lesbian couples’ homebody tendencies are still terrible for the bar business. According to Maggie Collier, who ran an eponymous New York nightlife promotion company, “Women tend to go out seeking a partner. When they find one, I don’t see them for two years. Then all of a sudden, they break up. You see them every single week at every single party until they find the next [girlfriend], and then they disappear, and the pattern continues.”4


As convincing as these explanations may be, they ignore the historical forces that served to push women away from bars. It’s hard for contemporary queers to inhabit the shoes of a lesbian or bisexual woman of the 1950s, 1960s, or 1970s. Those who had what might be described as “middle-class jobs,” as civil servants, teachers, librarians, and so forth, lived in fear of losing the positions that allowed them to live outside the family home without the support of a husband. Those fears were well founded. Until quite recently, by choosing to spend an evening in a lesbian bar, women were placing themselves in potentially life-wrecking jeopardy. Being caught up in a raid might cost a woman her job, her apartment, and her reputation. It could cause her nearest and dearest to erase her from their lives. It could result in her losing custody of her kids. And yet women went, drawn like moths to flickering neon flames, because bars offered something no other place could: a guarantee that within those walls, women would—or at least could—meet other lesbians.


Starting in the 1950s, millions of copies of a racy new kind of novel were sold across the United States. These “pulps,” whose lurid covers shone like spotlights from grocery-store shelves and magazine stands, introduced readers to blissfully happy same-sex couples—even if the rules of the genre required that the relationship end badly. In many of these stories, a lovelorn femme found the butch of her dreams in the bars of Greenwich Village, transforming this downtown neighborhood, whose cheap rents and tolerant bohemian residents had turned it into a cozy haven for homosexuals decades earlier, into the sapphic Shangri-la of the American imagination.5 In Beebo Brinker, Ann Bannon wrote of the eponymous character’s first glimpse of women dancing together in a Village club: “Their cheeks were touching. Quick light kisses were exchanged. And they were all girls, every one of them: young and lovely and infatuated with each other. They touched one another with gentle caresses, they kissed, they smiled and laughed and whispered while they turned and moved together.”6 These scenes were so intoxicating that readers wanted to join in the fun. After Marijane Meaker (as Ann Aldrich) published We Walk Alone, a gay girl’s guide to life in New York, she was deluged with letters from women wanting to move to the city, asking, “where lesbians could find jobs, where they could find bars, and where they could live.”7


Perhaps because the popular image of bar raids is shaped by representations of the June 1969 unrest at the Stonewall Inn, where, according to one of its bartenders, the clientele was 98 percent male, some might assume that the police only targeted men’s bars.8 This simply isn’t true. Women’s bars were raided all the time, and when mixed bars were targeted, women were arrested along with their male counterparts. Consider a few examples from the history of Chicago.9 In the 1930s, the cops raided the Roselle Inn and the Twelve-Thirty Club, which was said to be popular with “women who dress as men.” In 1949, cops arrested fifteen men and nine women after raiding several bars along North Clark Street, resulting in all the detainees being charged with disorderly conduct. When Mayor Richard J. Daley ordered a cleanup before the 1968 Democratic Convention arrived in town, the cops’ first stop was Maxine’s, a lesbian bar.


It also has to be said that the sense of danger, the thrill of the forbidden, was part of the appeal of queer nightlife. By walking through the door of a lesbian bar, even a mild-mannered milquetoast could see herself as an outlaw. Everyone in the place had broken a significant taboo just by being there. They were members of an elite club, a secret sapphic society. Well into the 1970s, intentionally vague laws against gay gatherings, “impersonation” (which is to say wearing garments inappropriate for one’s assigned gender), or vagrancy meant there was always a chance that a bar could be raided by the police. The only sure way to avoid that risk was to stay away completely.


Bar-goers faced dangers beyond police crackdowns. The “Red scare” of the 1950s, when politicians stoked and exploited citizens’ fear of Communist influence on American life, was accompanied by a “lavender scare,” in which politicians pledged to purge “perverts” from government service. Over the course of three decades, this campaign of persecution led to the firing of thousands of government employees and planted a justified seed of paranoia in the mind of every queer civil servant or indeed anyone who dreamed of working for the government or in a job that required a background security check.10 (Not that gay and bisexual people were the only victims of the purge: since lavender scare dismissals were based on rumor, mischief, and circumstantial “evidence,” many heterosexuals became collateral damage.)


The insidiousness of the lavender scare was that it combined the era’s most common response to homosexuality—revulsion, fueled by religious and “moral” teaching—with the oft-repeated canard that lesbian, gay, and bisexual people represented a “security risk.” (Never mind that the biggest danger, the threat of blackmail, was only present because the dire consequences of discovery obliged queer people to conduct their personal lives in secrecy.) People were deemed security risks based on perceived characteristics rather than their individual beliefs or behaviors. In other words, homosexuals were considered intrinsically untrustworthy because of who they were rather than because of anything they did. Following this line of thinking, it was therefore deemed necessary for all such people to be rooted out of public service.


At the time of the lavender scare, women made up approximately 40 percent of the federal workforce.11 Still, because lesbian social networks were harder for investigators, almost all of whom were men, to penetrate, and because women tended to hold less powerful positions, gay men were disproportionately targeted for dismissal. That statistical anomaly provided cold comfort to women desperate to retain their reputations and livelihoods. Pervasive fear led to self-censorship and “discretion,” the better part of which might involve steering clear of known homosexual haunts like gay and lesbian bars, dressing in a conventional—cis, straight—style, and avoiding friendships with anyone who might be read as stereotypically queer.


Joan Cassidy, who held a civilian post with naval intelligence, considered the bars to be so dangerous that she and her friends socialized exclusively at private parties—and even in those settings, they took extreme pains to restrict the guest list to people in similar professions. “We never invited anyone who didn’t have as much to lose as we did,” she told author David K. Johnson.12 (However much sympathy one feels for the women who denied themselves social interaction for the sake of financial security and to maintain the reputational benefits they’d worked hard to build, the constant repetition of “I had too much to lose” rightfully irritated women with less social capital. One working-class woman told academic Marie Cartier, “It’s as if they’re saying that . . . people like me had nothing to lose. . . . Everyone just has what they have, and everyone has everything to lose.”)13 In 1975, the Civil Service Commission ended its blanket denial of jobs to gay and lesbian people, but the chilling effect of the lavender scare lingered for years in the hearts and minds of anxious federal employees.14


Lesbians tended to be more educated than their heterosexual sistren, so they were more likely to have jobs they were desperate to protect. In Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, published in 1953, Alfred C. Kinsey noted that the more years a woman spent in formal education, the more likely she was to have same-sex relationships. Kinsey hypothesized that “prolongation of the years of schooling, and the consequent delay in marriage . . . interfere with any heterosexual development of these girls.”15 Let me suggest an alternative explanation: because they knew that in order to live independently or with another woman, they would need to be self-sustaining, lesbians were more motivated to stay in education.


These highly educated women were well-represented among those who joined pioneering lesbian rights groups like the Daughters of Bilitis (DoB) and subscribed to early homophile publications like The Ladder and ONE. Joining a gay-rights organization might appear to be a high-risk activity, but at the time it was considered safer to take part in activities organized by these mission-driven groups, whose middle-class members met in private homes, than to gather in bars. (In a private home, there was substantially less risk of having your gathering disrupted by police and your name printed in the next day’s newspaper.) A survey carried out in 1961 revealed that 20 percent of ONE’s readership worked in education, including librarians as well as teachers and professors; 40 percent worked in other white-collar professions; and only 27 percent worked blue-collar or agricultural jobs.16 Who knows how many of the women in white-collar jobs might have preferred dancing and drinking in seedy bars to wholesome discussion groups in well-lit living rooms, but the scales were weighted in favor of security.


When the Daughters of Bilitis was formed in 1955, the founding members adopted the French phrase qui vive, meaning “on the alert” or “on guard,” as the organization’s motto.17 From the very beginning, a central tension within DoB was between providing a safe place for queer women to socialize, specifically somewhere safer than the raid-prone bars, and organizing to promote “the integration of the homosexual into society” through education, research, and political organizing. Many potential members who were desperate for the social benefits a group like DoB might provide them—a place to meet other lesbians and to socialize as couples—were nevertheless driven away because they were afraid of the attention such activism might generate. (It’s mind-boggling to think that women felt safer inviting complete strangers into their homes than they did gathering in a duly licensed public place. And they were surely aware that summoning a group of women to a private home might attract the attention of nosy neighbors.)


The limitations of bar culture drove many women toward groups like the Daughters of Bilitis. For women who disliked taverns, it was the existence of an alternative—any alternative—rather than the specifics of DoB’s policies or ideology that drove them to attend (or dream of attending) the Gab ’n’ Java discussion sessions that convened in members’ homes. In 1958, “Florence Ray” of Minnesota wrote to The Ladder to express envy of the San Francisco members who were able to “get together over a cup of coffee rather than a fifth.”18 “Ray” yearned “to discuss the problems that beset us and spend worthwhile time and effort in trying to find a solution rather than the intent of seeing who can drink the most and then so fortified—shake a defiant fist at the world.”


Starting in the 1970s, the bars where those drinkers shook defiant fists started to change.


Elaine Romagnoli may well have been the most important lesbian bar operator of the twentieth century, but she didn’t go into the hospitality industry to change the world. She just needed a job. Romagnoli’s parents were working-class Italian immigrants who saw only one “career” path for women: marriage.19 To a man. That wasn’t in the cards for Elaine, nor was college, and when she graduated high school, she couldn’t picture herself in an office. She’d worked as a waitress at Howard Johnson’s all through high school, so when she left the family home in Palisades Park, New Jersey, and crossed the George Washington Bridge to New York City, she looked for work as a bartender.


Her first job was at the Horse’s Head, a bar at 52nd Street and Eighth Avenue, not far from the cluster of Midtown jazz clubs once known as Swing Street. At that time—around 1960—it was illegal for women to work behind a bar after midnight in New York City, a rule supposedly designed to “protect” female employees but which just happened to ensure that only male bartenders were on duty when patrons left the biggest tips.20 After spending the first half of her shift slinging drinks, Romagnoli was then obliged to spend the next few hours on the other side of the bar as a “B girl,” socializing with male customers. “You had to get them to buy you drinks,” she explained to me in 2011. “I would rather have stayed behind the bar, but I tell you something: I made so much money.”


A decade into her life behind bars, Romagnoli knew she was very good at running “clubs,” as she called them. “I was always being made the manager of something, so I decided, ‘Why don’t I just do this for myself?’” In 1972, she did just that, transforming a gay bar just below Washington Square Park known as the Tenth of Always into Bonnie & Clyde.21 Romagnoli chose that name because she hoped to attract both gay men and women to the space, but because it was one of the first queer bars known to be managed by a lesbian, it became a de facto women’s bar.


Some dispute whether Bonnie & Clyde was the Village’s first lesbian-operated bar. At least one had previously been run by a woman: Kooky’s on West 14th Street, which was open from 1965 to 1973.22 The eponymous Kooky was said to be heterosexual, however.23 According to Martin Duberman’s Stonewall, she “ran her bar like a tyrannical man, ordering the lesbian patrons around as if they were scum, beneath contempt. She would think nothing of coming up to a woman sitting at the bar, grabbing her glass, and shoving it up to her mouth. ‘Drink up, drink up,’ she would growl. . . . Then Kooky would turn to the bartender and bark, ‘She’s buying another drink.’”24 That was not the atmosphere at Bonnie & Clyde.


Bonnie & Clyde’s amenities included a DJ spinning Wednesday through Saturday; a free buffet lunch every Sunday, and a pool table—the first, but definitely not the last, in a New York lesbian bar.25 They took pool seriously at Bonnie & Clyde. A writeup in the September 1977 issue of Christopher Street noted, “People who are so ignorant as to go out of turn at the pool table should carry the best possible medical insurance.”26 The same reviewer described the bar’s ambience as ranging “from impressive punky elegance to tinges of Southside Chicago dingeola” and its patrons as women “who feel extremely comfortable being gay in a determined and no-bullshit fashion.”


Although the space at 82 West 3rd Street boasted a large window looking onto the street, the glass was covered with an oversized logo, which obscured the bar’s interior. The sturdy wooden front door was similarly protective of patrons’ privacy—a curious passer-by would have had to peer through a tiny porthole-like window, which was often plastered over with flyers, to catch a glimpse of what was happening inside.


In 1972, Purple Rage, a magazine published by the Gay Women’s Liberation Front, cited Bonnie & Clyde as a prime example of a positive development in the women’s bar scene. “It has a neighborhood bar atmosphere, no syndicate thugs at the door, political women are welcomed instead of banned (as in Kooky’s) and drinks ARE NOT PUSHED.”27 This new business model—a supportive space run by an out lesbian rather than open exploitation by hostile straight people—required patrons to adjust their attitudes and change their behavior. Purple Rage explained to its readers that they should treat the bar’s staff like “sisters, brothers and workers” rather than abusive profiteers: “When you buy drinks at the bar or the tables you should try and tip. This is the way the sisters earn their money.”


Unlike the Mafia-run gay bars that traditionally served watered-down booze, Bonnie & Clyde poured the good stuff. This was so unusual that in 1977, eight years after Stonewall, a writeup in the Women’s Gayellow Pages noted, “They serve genuine drinks, so you really feel like you’ve had some alcohol.”28 (The reviewer also noted, “The action is fast and the clientele on the younger side. Cruising seems to be a major attraction.”)


Like most of the bars Romagnoli would later run in the Village, Bonnie & Clyde was especially popular with women of color. Her explanation for that distinction was straightforward: “It was me not discouraging them.” At the time, bar operators—including many who served the lesbian community—weren’t particularly subtle in the tactics they used to keep Black and Latina women out of their clubs: requiring them to present multiple pieces of ID when white women could enter with one, or unevenly applying the dress code so that Black women were turned away while similarly dressed white women were welcomed. Romagnoli’s attitude wasn’t without business consequences, however. She claimed that once Bonnie & Clyde “started going Black,” many of the white lesbian-feminists who had previously patronized the bar stopped drinking there. What’s more, she said, when bars have a predominantly Black clientele, they are more likely to draw complaints from neighbors—especially in a gentrifying, mostly white neighborhood like Greenwich Village.


One group of people found Bonnie & Clyde absolutely irresistible and were willing to jump through hoops to gain entry, even though Manhattan already boasted thousands of bars that welcomed them with open arms: straight men. The bar’s location across the street from a New York University frat house provided an endless supply of young fellows eager to cross its threshold. The legal situation was clear: anyone who is sober and of age must be admitted to a place of public accommodations. But Romagnoli knew that lesbian and bisexual women saw the bar as a refuge from straight men, whose presence would drive away her primary clientele. Romagnoli implemented a strict dress code as a deterrent, requiring male customers to wear a shirt and tie, but that was a minor hurdle for any guy determined to gain admittance. Nevertheless, men who felt excluded occasionally complained to the city’s Division of Human Rights, which meant Romagnoli would have to show up at hearings to defend her bar’s policies.


Eventually, knowing that her core demographic would seek out the place regardless of its appearance, Romagnoli tried a bold tactic: She made her establishment visually unappealing, allowing garbage to stack up around the bar’s exterior so that anyone outside the magic lesbian circle would ignore it completely. In 1978, the Bonnie & Clyde holiday card acknowledged this unusual business practice.29 It showed a trim Black woman wearing the classic waiter’s uniform of tailored pants, vest, and bowtie, exiting the bar while holding a champagne-laden tray aloft. In contrast to the neat, smiling server, the area around the bar was a disaster scene—trash piled high, and a white woman sprawled on the ground, swigging from a bottle. The card’s message read, “Thank you for not judging us by our cover. Happy Holidays, Bonnie & Clyde’s.”30




[image: Illustration]




Bonnie & Clyde’s 1978 holiday card acknowledged the bar’s unprepossessing exterior. Photo by Joanne Giganti. Source: Lesbian Herstory Archives.








The carefully composed trashscape and covered windows weren’t exactly an attempt to hide the bar’s existence—that would be financial suicide. They were more about making it unattractive to all but the intended clientele. There’s a long history of American bars using camouflage to try to outwit the licensing authorities. Saloon keepers put up coverings so that passers-by couldn’t see inside their premises from the street, allowing them to flout Sunday and early-closing mandates. These tactics were outlawed by Prohibition-era “screen laws,” which prohibited “curtains, screens, blinds, and/or other things in the window . . . which prevented a clear view and full view of the interior.” In 1980, the Greenwich Village lesbian bar the Duchess came under fire from the New York State Liquor Authority for violating one of these ordinances.31
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