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A note on the text


The lesbian world is wide and ever-changing and lesbian experience is as varied as the lesbians who make it. I have listened to and read the words of many lesbians in the making of this book but it will never be enough. I can never capture the totality of lesbian experience. I see this as a good thing. We are too amorphous and expansive for that. If you do not recognise yourself in these pages I hope you can forgive me and I hope you can write your own story so that more of us might be heard and remembered.


Names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Some of the descriptions of volunteering at the Lesbian Line and the calls the volunteers receive are the work of my own imagination.All pronouns and identities used were correct at the time of going to print but may have changed since publication.


This book discusses topics such as homophobia, transphobia, family rejection, hate crimes, mental health, intimate partner violence and abuse which may make for difficult reading.


For support and advice you can call Switchboard on 0800 0119 100 (open every day 10am – 10pm) or visit their website switchboard.lgbt









Prologue




23.4.97 – log by Mary: Had to put the phone down after twenty mins


Sharon just wants to talk to a lesbian. Maybe it would help her figure all this out even though she hates talking on the phone. Everyone always tells her she’s too quiet but she does her best to speak up. She waited weeks for her mother to be out on the right day, on the right evening. What if the line’s busy? But it’s not and the woman on the other end of the phone picks up nearly right away. She has a nice voice, clear and not at all quiet.


The woman says, Hello, you’ve reached the Lesbian Line, I’m Mary.


And then it’s Sharon’s turn to speak – the first lesbian she’s ever spoken to! Sharon says hello and tells Mary her name. She pauses unsure what to say next.


Mary obviously doesn’t believe in awkward silences and immediately asks if there’s anything Sharon wants to talk about today.


It takes her a moment to find her voice but finally Sharon blurts out, I’m starting to think I might be gay.


The clumsy wording makes her wince. She’d rehearsed it better in her head. She hopes she doesn’t sound as naive as she feels.


But Mary doesn’t laugh or ask her why. She says, that’s great and does she want to talk about it some more?


And Sharon does, telling her all these feelings she’s had and hasn’t known what to do with them. What it might mean if . . . if she is a . . . She’s not ready to say the word yet. Not ready to tell her mother certainly. Mary says there’s no rush. Sharon has so many questions and thoughts and in the end they tumble out of her so fast she forgets she was ever even nervous. They chat for fifteen more minutes or so until Sharon tells her that she has to go soon. She’s not sure how long her mum will be gone.


Mary says that she’s welcome to call back anytime. Sharon hopes she will too. She can’t wait to talk more.












Enter the Logbook


When I was twenty-eight years old I wrote a list of all the signs I might be gay. To even admit to myself that I was unsure of something so fundamental was terrifying. It felt overly dramatic for someone in their late twenties to be even asking such a question. And so, as I had in my teens, I started a diary. I titled it with my date of birth and password protected it on my own laptop, which already required a password to unlock. Like I was trying to hide it even from myself.


The objective of the list, despite its painfully self-aware joking-not-joking tone, was to document an impossibly detached survey of myself. It was intended to be an anchor of sorts because if I was gay, it meant I was a stranger to myself.


It read:




•   tomboy growing up


•   does not like wearing dresses


•   likes plaid


•   mainly female friends


•   often jokingly called a lesbian (as if that’s an insult)


•   sitting with my legs open


•   putting my arm across the back of chairs


•   beer/shandy?


•   sports?


•   angry/scared/annoyed feeling when people joke/call me lesbian (happens less now)


•   never *really* fancied a boy (therefore never loved a boy, but same goes for a girl)


•   did I even fancy my first boyfriend ???


•   random crushes/likes of girls outside of my friendship group (but never actual friends)


•   can more easily imagine myself with a women for the rest of my life (whether platonic or not) than a guy


•   get happy when I see gay women on TV


•   smiling when female relationship/gay women are on TV and happy


•   being bored when I see another hetero couple, find out someone is hetero, getting married/moving in etc.


•   don’t mind gay women proposing to each other stories (hetero ones give me eye rolls)


•   seeking out gay women on TV/film/books


•   surround myself with women


•   I like to be around women and relate to them


•   dislike male company


•   penises look weird (do all women think this?)


•   how awkward I am when boys try to flirt with me, or touch me


•   thinking people are secretly gay = PROJECTING





The list is a mess of lesbian stereotypes and my own confused forays into queer books and TV, alongside a tentative prod at my past as a kind of test bed for my current confused state. I was so desperately looking for clues, for something concrete to cling on to, and I was at a loss as to where I should begin. The serious hurdle about trying to figure out who you are – or even just who you fancy – is that you only have yourself to go on. And how did I know if I could trust myself? These things were supposed to be innate, weren’t they? Didn’t most gay people know they were gay from childhood? I wanted definitive answers but all I had were a series of silly stereotypes and too many questions with no idea of how to find a solution.


If I was a different sort of person I could have asked someone for help. If I was a different sort of person, a braver one perhaps, I could have called a helpline set up for just this sort of situation. They still exist; you can even email or text them now. At the time my not-knowingness about whether I was gay honestly didn’t feel important enough to tell anyone about. Not my best friend or my family and certainly not some stranger who might laugh at me, or worse, think I was wasting their time. What if I had made all this up in my head?


Had I been born ten years earlier and had this realisation ten years sooner, I might have been able to call a specific helpline set up for women who had questions about their sexuality. I could have called a lesbian line or a women’s line, one of the many that used to exist, and asked them, objectively, list to hand, if I was in fact a lesbian. Maybe I would have found their number on a flyer at the library or a leaflet left in a pub. Maybe it would have been pinned to a noticeboard at uni, or maybe it would have waved at me from a banner as I mistakenly wandered into the path of a Pride march. Maybe, maybe, maybe.


And what would I have said, if I did call? What would I say right at the beginning of all this? Before I knew much about lesbians or all that history waiting for me to discover it? If I plucked up the courage to punch in those numbers and let the phone ring long enough for someone to pick up, if I could push the words out of my throat to speak, what would I have said? Likely there would be silence and perhaps my voice from somewhere small and deep inside asking someone unknown at the other end of the phone, ‘Is this for real? I can’t believe this is happening to me. I can’t be a lesbian, can I? How do you know?’


And maybe the kind, bored, exasperated, young, experienced, terse, understanding, tired, new, old, caring volunteer would have taken a breath and said, ‘Maybe, maybe not. It’s more likely than you’d expect. Lesbians are everywhere. Maybe you should stick at it and find out?’ Maybe, maybe, maybe.




29.7.93 – log by Rachel: Wow! A brand new log book for all of us!!


Rachel’s worked on the phone line now for three years. She never thought answering the phone would be for her but her friend Dani practically bullied her into it. Dani has a way of using flattery as a weapon until Rachel couldn’t find it in herself to refuse any longer. Besides, she likes London Friend, there aren’t that many lesbian and gay places to hang out that aren’t a pub and it was one of the first places she felt properly welcome when she moved to London. She went to the group for newly out lesbians and that was that, she never looked back. Sounds easy now but at the time she was terrified, terrified someone would think she didn’t look enough like a lesbian, terrified someone might flirt with her, terrified she might flirt back. In the end she needn’t have worried. She’s made some really good mates here and it feels right to give a little something back. She does a regular Thursday evening shift twice a month and picks up other ones here and there when she has the time. Sometimes there’s two of them on the phone even though at the moment they only have the one line plugged in, plus the answering machine. But it’s handy to have someone else there either to switch out with after a difficult call, or to help you rifle through the drawer and Rolodex to find the address of a decent lesbian pub. The ones in London she mostly knows anyway but sometimes they get calls from the surrounding counties or even further afield. Usually when that happens she passes on the number for a more local line, especially if they’re looking for a nearby group to go to.


Anyway, tonight it’s just her in the little room downstairs with the phones. Only large enough for a desk, two chairs and the filing cabinet. They share it with the main London Friend number and the general mixed line which runs the rest of the week. Which is fine but does mean occasionally the gay men’s stuff gets mixed in with the lesbian leaflets, or someone hasn’t put the logbook back in the right place. Often, they end up sharing and the logs get jumbled up or put back in the wrong order. But not today, Rachel decides. She’s been down to the stationery cupboard (which is really just a cupboard full of random crap in the back room) and nabbed a brand new notebook just for the lesbians. If anyone complains about a missing notebook she will deny knowing anything about it. It’s not long after that the phone starts ringing and Rachel gets to work.





Three years after I start my diary, I am sat in the back room of Finsbury Library at a blue MDF desk that reminds me of school. Along one wall runs a shelf of thick brown books, in one corner sits a photocopier and a microfiche in the other – the archivist’s reception desk and computers face out towards the door. Like many libraries it has the air of having one foot in the past and one foot in the not-quite-modern present. This is after all a council-owned space and so the equipment is perhaps five to ten years out of date in a way that is comforting rather than sad. I am here as a writer, part of a residency around Islington’s Pride, an archive project based in Islington’s Local History Centre and which catalogues and publishes the LGBTQ+ heritage of the borough of Islington.


Because I am here as a writer and not a normal member of the public (whatever that means) nothing in the archive is off-limits to me. It would seem that the word ‘writer’, in this instance, equals trust. It hangs heavily in the air, implicit as I walk through the entrance and tell the archivist at reception why I am here. Or so I think; he, to his credit, looks unimpressed. This is the most official I’ve ever felt and both my status as a writer and specifically as a lesbian writer feel fresh and uncertain. But I don’t want the archive to know that. I’ve been a writer longer than I’ve been out. And before that I had no idea I was gay, which feels like an oversight on my part. Aren’t writers, of all people, supposed to know themselves better?


Being so newly out does afford me a different advantage. I am filled with the eagerness of a kind of second youth alongside a burning need to know everything there is to know about being a lesbian. I am, as I have seen it described online, a baby dyke, in this respect. But I can’t help feel excited at what I have to learn, like I’m on the precipice of another discovery. I’ve arrived at this archive full of questions: How could I not know I was gay for so long? What else is there I still don’t know – not just about myself but other lesbians who came before me? I suspect there are even more questions I don’t yet know to ask. That is, after all, the reason I am here: history, lesbian history, my history is what I have come to find, to research, to touch with my own hands. I want to put the archive to one of its intended uses as a place of holding and knowledge. A place of creation too – I just don’t know where to start, or even if I should.


The first part I do know at least; I am signed in and reminded of the rules: no pens, no pictures without prior permission, no food, no hot liquids. The archive closes for one hour at lunch time. And most importantly: no putting things out of order. This rule will be related to me again over email the next day because unwittingly, despite being what I think is ever so careful, I do mix up some of the files. Already I’ve broken the archive’s trust in me. Not a great start. But for now I am left alone next to a trolley of brown boxes (and one incongruous orange plastic bag) the archivist has already put aside for me. Each box houses yet further manila folders carefully marked with a string of numbers separated by backslashes, written of course in pencil. I take out my laptop and notebook and wonder if Extra Strong Mints count as food.


A few hours later I am several pages of notes in on the various newspaper cuttings, annual reports and letters, minute meetings and flyers for long-gone events, magazines, newsletters and photo albums that make up part of Islington’s Pride archive. I spend the morning poring over the lesbian magazines and newsletters. In Diva, the UK magazine for lesbian and bisexual women (one of the few still in print) I find a feature on Diva’s top thirty ‘delectable women’. The list includes Jet from Gladiator, Jodie Foster and Moira Stuart. In case you can’t guess from that cross-section of lesbian icons the magazine is from 1995. It’s full of celebrities I recognise from my youth, but who at the time I either didn’t know were lesbians or staples of lesbian crushes. There are other magazines here too: issues of Shebang, a ’90s lesbian monthly magazine, and later issues of Spare Rib, the iconic UK second-wave feminist magazine that ran from 1972–93. In one box there was even that 1993 Vanity Fair cover of Cindy Crawford in a swimsuit holding a cut-throat razor to a besuited k.d. lang that until now I had only seen circulating on lesbian Twitter. If you don’t know the one I’m talking about I’ll wait while you google it.


I linger longer over the more home-grown newsletters. Most are printed on coloured paper and were available via mail order for those in the know. Many are from the ’90s, like issues of Lesbian London (‘Free, Also available on Tape’), or the Lesbian Feminist Weekend Guide to London. Some go back to the ’80s, including the London Lesbian Newsletter (15p, but they do later write that regrettably they have to raise the price to 20p to help cover costs). I make notes as I go, not really sure what I’m looking for but unable to escape the feeling that I need to document it all somehow. Everything is so new to me.


After flicking through each one my final port of call is the classifieds. I pay special attention to them because the archivist had told me how often they are overlooked, and that even in the driest of meeting minutes there are stories to be found. Mostly they are straightforward lists of information for events and groups that leave me itching for something I lack: a sense of an active, in-person, lesbian community organised around a physical place and regular meet-ups.


The closest I had been to any kind of lesbian group or meet-up were queer club nights, a couple of Drag King shows and that one time I went to see England v Australia for a women’s friendly football match (but maybe that’s pushing it). Not so in the London Lesbian Newsletter times, there were listings galore: groups for young people, mothers, disabled people, newly out lesbians, film nights and discos and more, all followed by dates, times, addresses and contact details. And it was there that I keep seeing it: ‘Lesbian Line’, ‘Women’s Line’, ‘Friend’s Women’s Line’, ‘London Lesbian Line’, followed by various phone numbers and opening hours.


The archivist at the desk reminds me that they are closing for lunch and as I am expelled back onto the London streets I can’t stop thinking about the lesbian phone lines. Because in one of those boxes is something I am desperate to read but until now have pretended to myself, to the archivist, to the archive, that I’m not interested in. I don’t know why I do this. Often, I am scared to say what it is I want. Maybe I know that once I reach it, the very last item at the bottom of a box marked ‘London Friend: Miscellaneous’, it will be all I can focus on. And it is.


Back in the archive the strip lights buzz overhead and bounce the too-bright light off the mottled, slightly grubby surface of the notebook in front of me. The notebook is A4 sized, hardback and bound in black shiny paper. It’s bruised around the spine and corners where the cover is starting to peel away. I hold it gently in my hands and, despite everything I know it contains, it is surprisingly light. An ordinary-looking notebook that has seen better days. Except for one thing. The white sticker on the front is handwritten in thick green marker pen that reads WOMEN’S LINE LOGBOOK. Flanking the words on either side are overlapping ♀♀ symbols. Someone else has added beneath in red scrawling biro: Starts July ’93, ends July ’98 and yet another has amended it to OLD, squeezed in between the other words, this time in blue ink. The letters have been coloured in and outlined by various pens. In one corner there’s the start of a check pattern. Before I even turn the cover it’s clear that the logbook is the work of many different women.


This is the logbook of a community-run phone service who refer to themselves as the ‘Women’s Line’ and then later the ‘Lesbian Line’. It operated out of London Friend, one of the earliest LGBT charities in the UK, established in 1972 with a focus on befriending services, social groups and counselling. In the mid 1980s the charity already had a well-established mixed phone line but lesbian volunteers and callers were scarce. They decided to set up a separate women-only line to encourage more women to come to the centre and to answer the specific needs of lesbians looking for advice, help, information or just a friendly ear. The line originally ran only once a week on a Thursday and for a long time shared its phone number with the daytime business number. This was far from ideal and resulted in the occasional call from gay men asking what groups were on that night. From September 1989 they had enough trained lesbian phone workers that they could run the service twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 7.30 p.m. to 10 p.m.


The volunteers taking calls acted as part information service and part phone counsellor. Inside the logbook’s lined pages are short blocks of handwritten text, usually three or so entries per page, usually dated but not always, usually signed by the note-taker but not always. The calls cover a variety of questions and requests: about coming out; dealing with domestic and sexual abuse; rehousing or governmental aid; the availability of specific lesbian groups and advice on lesbian sex and motherhood. There are a lot of repeat callers, both pranksters and those in need of regular care.


The logbook, however, is more than just a way of tracking who’s rung and what they needed. It is also a kind of diary for the phone workers (as they sometimes called themselves) and a way to talk to each other across their rotating shift patterns. Often, they leave each other notes about when they’re next on shift or if a caller rang looking for a particular volunteer, as well as notes about going on holiday and issues to discuss at the monthly phone worker meetings. They record the bad calls, the abuse, the funny ones and the so-called ‘wank’ callers who ring to ask personal questions about the women’s sex lives, posing as genuine lesbians. They get plenty of those.


I set to work reading the entries and immediately there is a sense of connection to the women who called the Lesbian Line. It’s a logbook full of questions about how and who and why. The logbook feels more real in a way that the meeting minutes and flyers I was leafing through earlier do not. It’s in the handwritten entries and the offhand casual notes made by the volunteers, in the voices of all the ordinary remarkable everyday women which crowd its pages. It’s an oddity in a sea of official documents and news clippings, this logbook which overflows with thoughts and conversations from women in the ’90s.


I was between the ages of five and ten when these calls were being taken. I presumed going into this archive I would find a history long since passed, yet here I am holding an object whose life easily overlaps with my own. Not that I knew it at the time. I wonder what I was doing when all this was going on. Just a kid in Leicester, going to school, hanging out with her friends, reading as much Jacqueline Wilson as she could get her hands on. My childhood was a normal one, as normal as any other working-class kid living in a mid-sized East Midlands city could be. Not much to report. I was completely unaware of the existence of anything even resembling a queer community where I lived. I knew no gay people growing up, saw hardly any in the books I read or the TV I watched.


If there was, they were usually gay men, camp and effeminate and played for laughs. Certainly, no lesbians that I knew of. Growing up I had no idea I might be gay, no idea one day I’d end up sat in front of a logbook full of the recorded calls of lesbians. The evidence laid out in front of me of lesbians living their real everyday lives – all these stories of joy, heartbreak, pain and hope unknown to me until now. Who would have guessed that one day I’d happily count myself among them?









Where Are All the Lesbians?




13.2.94 – log by Sam, Ros & Hannah: She seems to be getting a bit less depressed but very slowly


She wishes she had never heard of the Lesbian Line and never had to call them. But here she is at sixty-eight years old, with a dead husband and now her Joan gone as well. If she sounds callous about Carl she doesn’t mean to be, they loved each other in their own way, in many respects it was a happy marriage. But losing Joan was different. She was her ‘special friend’, she tells Sam, who answered the phone that first time she called.


She doesn’t remember much of that call, it was so soon after Joan had gone and she was at sixes and sevens about the whole thing. She doubts she made much sense. It was only two weeks after she’d died. She’s trying but she can’t motivate herself to do anything. Even crying feels like too much effort. She doesn’t want to see anyone or speak to her other friends. Having to hide her grief from them is too hard and she doesn’t want to lie about why she is suddenly so sad again just as she was starting to get over her husband’s death. The woman on the phone asks gently if she would be interested in coming to one of their groups? They do have a Lesbian Bereavement group she might like to attend? But they’re in London. She explains patiently that she lives in the countryside and without a car and only two buses a day, she can’t really manage the journey. Besides I’m sure it’s for proper, y’know . . . not for people like me. They change the subject then and the woman on the phone lets her talk about Joan for as long as she likes and so she does. After all, she doesn’t have anyone else to talk to.


It’s a different woman next time she rings. Four weeks is a long time between calls but even so she doesn’t feel like there’s much new to say. Each day is the same. Empty and much too long. She dreads nighttime with a whole evening stretching ahead of her.


It’s a funny feeling is grief, she tells the woman – Ros she said her name was – over the phone. In the day it’s not so bad. I keep myself busy. Maybe too busy. The other day I caught myself thinking, I’ll just give Joan a quick ring, I was halfway to the phone ready to call her like we used to before I remembered. We had this little code all worked out, you see. I’d give her three rings and hang up and then she’d call me back if it was safe to talk. Silly really but it made us feel better somehow. Hits you all over again then. Right out of nowhere. I was just standing there in the hall ready to give my three rings and realised there wouldn’t be anyone there to pick up. Isn’t that horrible to think about, a phone ringing in an empty house?


Ros tells her to call anytime she likes. Even though the line is only open two days a week the answer machine will pick up her message. Someone always answers eventually, Ros says.


She calls back a couple of weeks later, the day after the cremation. A different woman again, a Hannah this time. She’s kind but practical – like a nurse with a child who won’t take her medicine. She does listen, at least. She tells Hannah about the funeral. She was expecting it to be unbearable and it was but it’s done now. She put on her best face and Joan’s family thanked her for being such a good friend to her all these years, especially near the end. Hannah tells her that it just shows what great care and help she gave to Joan when she could.


Which she agrees is true, she did, she just has to come to terms with not everyone understanding what Joan meant to her. What they mean to each other. Hannah sets up a counselling session for her that can be done over the phone and she’s relieved that for now she can continue just like this. Talking over the phone is easier. She isn’t ready for anyone to see her that way just yet. She isn’t sure she ever wants to talk about it again but she thanks Hannah for her time and says she’ll call again and she’s feeling a little better, even if she doesn’t know how that could possibly be true.





There are other calls like this that I find in the logbook from older women. Stories of unknown and known desires. Women stuck in unhappy marriages. Women who have left their husbands and their children. Women who are afraid of what being a lesbian might mean. Women who have never spoken to another lesbian before or know other women feel the way they do. Women who think they’ve missed their chance. Often these calls are singular; they float like pockets of history throughout the logbook, unmoored from the busy lives of the phone workers and the lesbians who call often to update the line of the goings-on of the lesbian scene. These women feel disconnected from all that. There is no sense of shared history for them or community. Their feelings until now have mostly been kept hidden away from others, known only to themselves.


Lesbians have always existed; the words may change, but we’re there if only you know where to look. Much lesbian history is so-called ‘hidden history’, both because it is often the realm of private relationships and because lesbians have been forcibly repressed and made to hide themselves. Historically, queerness and privacy, the right (or, as is often the case, the need) to remain secret, have gone hand in hand. For lesbians this was especially so, or rather they have been rendered less visible, not only because they were women but because lesbianism is so easily hidden within female friendship and encoded into subtext of ‘the fairer sex’. It’s there if you know where to look – if you’re willing to conceive of desire that exists unrelated to men, but so often dismissed as ‘the special friend’, ‘the roommate’, ‘gal pals’. From Sappho to Kristen Stewart, people have always found a way to rewrite lesbian desire as something more platonic, moralised away as a passing phase, or doomed to end in disaster. Often we are left to read between the lines.


Historically, when lesbian desire did raise its head above the parapet it was often censored or written off as hysteria. Take for instance The Well of Loneliness, Radclyffe Hall’s early twentieth-century lesbian tale of the ‘invert’ Stephen Gordon, banned for its description of lesbian desire (despite there not even being any juicy bits). Or Sheridan Le Fanu’s earlier gothic novel, Carmilla, where the titular character’s vampiric lesbian desire quite literally drains her love, Laura, of life, until Carmilla is defeated and the heroine ‘saved’ from a similar fate. Lesbians could exist, could even experience love and lust, but ideally they would die at the end or be destined for a single lonely life full of regret. Thus proving that heterosexuality really was best.


That lesbianism in the UK has never been illegal is a backwards sort of privilege that was not afforded to gay men who were mercilessly prosecuted and imprisoned by the police. But with this strange legal void, effectively ignoring the reality of many women’s expressions of sexuality, came an erasure of female desire. It was viewed as a desire not worth policing or, rather, dangerous even to acknowledge. It may be apocryphal that Queen Victoria chose not to outlaw lesbianism because she didn’t believe it existed, but the sentiment still stands. What is recorded is that when, in 1921, the House of Commons tried to pass an amendment to the Criminal Law Amendment Bill to include prosecution for ‘gross indecency’ between women, the House of Lords ensured it was struck down. Famously the Earl of Desart opposed the amendments for fear of exposing genteel ladies to lesbianism: ‘[Y]ou are going to tell the whole world that there is such an offence, and bring it to the notice of women who have never heard of it, never thought of it, never dreamed of it.’1 He was obviously afraid of giving the ladies any ideas. Total silence on the matter seemed to be the favoured governmental method of suppression of lesbian identity (regulated instead behind closed doors to pornography strictly for the male gaze). It was an effective one that ensured many gay women likely never explored their sexuality, or kept it secret for their whole lives, believing themselves to be alone in their desires. Yet of course it could not stop us all.


In the UK, while it was far from easy and often only the privilege of those with enough wealth and social status to defy convention (or at least those are often the records we have), some queers of yore could, and did, move through the world with a certain degree of freedom and openness about their sexuality. The rules too were different for men and women, cis (someone whose gender presentation matches the one they were assigned at birth) and trans people: a complex tangle of passing or hiding in plain sight, and power depending on class, wealth, proximity to whiteness and one’s social position in society.


And that’s before we’ve even considered that homosexuality and same-sex attraction are relatively new inventions, at least in the way we conceive of identity and labels today. Many people from the past whom now we might describe as lesbian, gay, bisexual or trans would not have defined themselves as such in terms of their sexuality or gender presentation. The historians Huw Lemmey and Ben Miller put it more succinctly in their book Bad Gays: ‘nobody thought who they fucked had anything to do with who they were’.2 The word ‘homosexual’ itself in English was first recorded in 1891 (referring usually to men), and in 1885 all sexual acts, ‘gross indecency’, between men was criminalised – before this only sodomy was deemed to be illegal. The French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault’s influential book on the development of sexuality in Western society, The History of Sexuality, proposed that the creation of the category of the ‘homosexual’ as a pathologic ‘perversion’ was instrumental in shaping the way in which same-sex desire was thought of. He declared that: ‘homosexuality was now a species’, and that sexuality became not a societal phenomenon but a facet of our individual identities.3 Now homosexuality was who you were not just who you fucked. For lesbians, this meant they were (mis)labelled as ‘tribades’, an older eighteenth-century medical definition, or ‘inverts’, as in their gender and sexuality were inverted to form ‘manly’ feelings for women. Both implied that lesbianism was against the ‘natural order’ and way of being a woman. Foucault argues that rather than solidifying a boundary around what types of sexuality were seen as perverse, by medicalising and bringing such categories into reality it forced them to fragment and disperse as a way of staying invisible (by virtue of having been made visible). Think of it like this: once being gay becomes part of your way of thinking about yourself, and it’s known as a fault, then you will find ways to hide or encode that part of yourself to avoid punishment or ‘correction’. But it is only through identifying it in the first place that it has to be hidden. Once out in the open, so to speak, the locus of sexuality shifted into a person’s mode of being, and while for some this forced them into hiding, for others it was to be embraced.4


Certainly, some lesbians in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries did live their lives out in public, or as publicly as they could. But often not in the UK – Paris or Italy5 was the place to be, as Diana Souhami’s documents in her lively account of four prominent ‘modern’ sapphists, No Modernism Without Lesbians. Natalie Barney, a writer and socialite sought to make ‘Paris the sapphic centre of the Western world. Unflinching, outspoken, unembarrassable, she did not hide behind euphemism . . . Around her there formed a community of lesbians who could be who they were. Paris allowed such freedom.’6 This freedom, though, was reserved mostly for the wealthy, upper-class women or their ‘artistic’ friends. Some formed ‘lavender marriages’ with gay men to cover their affairs, obtain their inheritance and to secure independent living for their lovers. They influenced or wrote many radical novels, plays and poetry of the time with covert and overt references to female desire, Sappho and their affairs. Later, in the 1920s, the club Le Monocle provided a place for lesbians to meet in Paris, an open secret to most, despite the police raids. In the UK the infamous Gateways opened in the 1930s, and while a mixed club until the ’60s, was well known as a space that lesbians would be welcomed. There was a network for lesbians, if you knew where to look and had the means to access it. From there we have only grown in visibility, not just to each other but in heterosexual society in general, as we’ll see later.


This historical lack of acknowledgement by the public and those in power of lesbian existence did not, however, prevent governmental, legal or societal discrimination for many. Many lesbians were still pushed to the margins, or given freedom only in select privileged circles or in the privacy of their own homes. The history of lesbian life is laced with this story of invisibility, always in tension with who is being forcibly hidden, who is hiding themselves and those unaware there might be another way to live. It’s partly why it took me so long to realise it for myself. It’s a conflict that persists even today, and runs throughout the calls in the logbook.




8.1.96 – log by Zeenat: I wish I was as together as them when I was 13!


They make a pact to call together from Christine’s house cos she has a phone upstairs that has speakerphone, and her mum is out on Tuesday nights for her painting classes. Unlike Charlotte’s parents, Christine’s dad is happy to let the girls play upstairs so long as they don’t make too much noise when he’s watching the snooker. Christine is the one who dials. The woman who answers the phone seems surprised that they are so young but she’s nice and listens when Christine says they are both lesbians.


She explains that they just need some advice cos their teachers are, like, a bit rubbish about stuff like this. It all happened when Christine told their other friend at school that she fancied her and did she fancy her back maybe? And then this girl did the grossest thing ever and went and basically told everyone at school that her and Charlotte were lesbians. And now everyone won’t stop teasing them about it. The boys keep telling the other girls not to go near them cos they’ll perve on them and that.


Which is absolutely not true, Charlotte adds.


The woman on the phone asks if they’ve told a teacher about the bullying?


Yeah, Christine says, but actually that’s why they’re calling cos all the teacher said was if it got really bad at school they should report it to the police but then even more people would know and the police would probably tell their parents and they don’t know what to do.


The woman on the phone scoffs when Christine mentions the police and says, that really wasn’t very helpful. She asks if there’s anyone else they could talk to at school instead?


Charlotte takes the lead then to say that there’s these other two teachers at the school, the PE teacher and the history teacher. And maybe we could talk to them about it, she says, I know they live together and everyone at school says they are lesbians. But none of the other teachers ever mention it so I’m not sure. But they seem nice.


The woman on the phone agrees that it sounds like a good idea and to call back if the teachers can’t help. The girls say thank you and hang up. Now to plan how they’re going to talk to them. Charlotte does netball after school on Wednesdays so they can try the PE teacher then. Next time when one of them fancies someone else they’ll be more careful about how they tell them. The woman on the phone told them there’s a young person’s Gay and Lesbian group not far from where they live and they can join as soon as they turn sixteen. It feels like a lifetime away right now but one day they’ll get there.





I was born in 1988, the same year that Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government passed Section 28 as part of the Local Government Act. It decreed that:




(1)   A local authority shall not–




(a)   intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality;


(b)   promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship.








Despite vocal opposition and protests from gay and lesbian activists, including public demonstrations (twenty thousand people took to the streets in Manchester), as well as a group of lesbians invading the BBC’s Six O’Clock News and another abseiling into the House of Lords (my personal favourite), the Bill was passed.7 It effectively prohibited any kind of education or positive representation of homosexuality in schools and prevented many teachers from being open about their sexuality at work. It was in many ways a reaction to increasing gay and lesbian liberation in mainstream life, justified through a moral panic that queer people might ‘turn’ children gay. Instead, of course, it only harmed LGBTQ+ people, reinforcing the falsity that their sexuality was something shameful to be kept hidden.


It’s likely some of the volunteers from the logbook were involved in the protests surrounding Section 28. Certainly, volunteering for lesbian lines and protesting seem to have gone hand in hand. Which makes sense. Lesbians who were engaged in their community also cared about defending it and their rights. Reading about other lesbian lines, I’ve found plenty of evidence to attest to this. Such as Lorraine Birch, a co-founder of the Bradford Lesbian Line who campaigned against Section 28 in Yorkshire.8 Or Paulina Palmer, who co-ran the Cambridge Lesbian Line while attending demonstrations to try to prevent it coming into law. She continued to run the phone service from her own home despite increased opposition after Section 28 was passed.9 And of course it affected more than just the volunteers – many of the young women in the logbook who called the Lesbian Line grew up while Section 28 was in full sway.


I was eight in 1996 when those two teens called the Lesbian Line and like them my school was also bound by Section 28, not that I knew it at the time. I don’t remember when I first heard the word ‘lesbian’, but I knew it was bad because we only used it on the playground when the teachers couldn’t hear. It was the perfect insult, one you could throw at any girl who was annoying or different. ‘Gay’ was for boys and bad things, like saying ‘that’s so gay’ if someone did something stupid or girly. ‘Lesbian’ was for a particular type of girl, someone dirty or gross. The best way I can explain it is that even though I liked Sporty Spice best I pretended I wanted to be Ginger Spice, because everyone knew picking Sporty Spice meant you were a lesbian. And no one wanted to be a lesbian.


I was nothing like those two teenage girls who rang the Lesbian Line looking for advice, notably not about if they might be lesbians (that is never in doubt) but how to deal with the other kids and teachers around them who now treat them differently. I feel much closer to Zeenat, who took the call, when she wrote how surprised she was, and maybe a little jealous, that these teens knew who they were so young. My memories of my school years have none of this certainty.


The only maybe-lesbian I knew in 1996 was the pianist at our church. At least at the time I assumed she was but it was never a thought I fully articulated, I just knew she was different. No one ever mentioned it out loud but it was in the atmosphere, in the glances she was given and the way certain members of the congregation gave her a wide berth. It was in her short hair and perpetually single status that was never questioned. Objections were raised against her but never about that. I don’t know how I knew but I did. When I was older my mum confirmed she also assumed the same, so perhaps I’ve just grafted that knowledge onto my younger self.


There’s much I still don’t know about her and her life. I know that our pianist was compassionate and softly spoken, that she had a brown mole on her upper lip and the kind of ’90s bowl cut that is fashionable again now on teenage boys. I know that we always got on well and I was sad when she left. I do not know if she left because she wanted to or because she was made to feel unwelcome. I do not know if knowing for sure whether she was a lesbian when I was younger would have helped anyway. I’m not even 100 per cent sure now she was actually gay, but I don’t think it matters. What matters is that as a young teen I had this unformed inkling she was gay and this was why people viewed her in a certain way. It made an impression on my younger self that I’m still only understanding now.


I have many memories like this, where the benefit of lesbian hindsight requires me to reassess previous feelings and actions. To realise when you are older that you are queer is a continual process of plunging through your past looking for clues like this. It turns you into a would-be archivist. Unlike many other queer people, I did not know as a child I was gay and it continues to be a source of doubt. I do not feel ‘born this way’. Impossible to know if I liked a girl at school because I had a crush on her or because I wanted to be like her. Did I say I fancied Abz from 5ive because I really did, or because I knew that’s what I was supposed to want? Perhaps straight children grow up this way too. We’re primed from birth that a bouncing baby boy will be a ‘lady killer’, or that the girl and boy holding hands in the playground are a ‘cute couple’. Offhand innocent jokes about marriage and flirting that make children blush but communicate an unspoken lesson. Of course, no one ever asks, ‘When did you know you were straight?’




19.11.97 – log by Beryl: she always sounds a lot older than she is, but I’m pretty sure she is 14


The call is a long one but Beryl feels she owes it to this young girl to let her speak. She’s well-spoken, well-off sounding too – almost as if she’s from another era. But then Beryl remembers what she was like as a teen: a bit too obsessed with Austen and the Brontës and keen to show off to adults that she was well-read for her age. It’s Jane Eyre she’s thinking of now, in fact, when the young girl tells her she’s away at boarding school, run by nuns, no less. She’s using her allotted family call time to ring the Lesbian Line instead.


Because, the thing is, Beryl, this wise-beyond-her-years teen says, I’m perfectly miserable here. She tells Beryl her parents are separated and that she hardly sees her father. Her mother is busy with a new man each week, if the girl is to be believed. The nuns, while not outwardly cruel, are devoid of warmth for the dozens of girls in their care. Much of what the girl says has the ring of truth behind what Beryl senses is some dramatic teenage license. Beryl knows from experience it is sometimes easier to tell your own story as if it is happening to someone else or borrow parts from other people’s lives. Her words do sound rehearsed at times, but perhaps she was nervous about calling and so planned out what she would say in advance. That’s not so unusual. The tears when they come certainly seem real. It’s not Beryl’s job to judge, but to listen.


She might be in love with the head girl, she sobs, she’s awfully tall and awfully nice. (Beryl wonders if Malory Towers was also on this girl’s reading list.) But being in love is making her miserable and she wants to know from Beryl if things will improve. Beryl assures her that they will, but likely not without some heartbreak in the process. Beryl hopes the promise of a little tragedy at this age might be reassuring as much as the promise of better things to come. You’ll be all right, Beryl says, we all go through it. It won’t be forever.





Not knowing what my younger self felt is difficult. We focus so much on this narrative of a fixed identity from birth and do not allow the unknown to dwell in us, especially in children. I’ve seen the acronym LGBTQQ+ used when talking about young people, the extra Q standing for ‘questioning’. I like this very much. Growing up I didn’t even know it was a question I could ask, but there is something optimistic to me in the present participle of ‘questioning’. It conveys identity as a continuous process, one where the outcome is yet to be decided. Many people (queer and straight) have been that Q at some point in their lives. For me it was much later, but I wonder how different my childhood might have been had I known it was an option so much sooner. If like those girls who called the Lesbian Line, I knew the right questions to ask.


What little I knew of gay or lesbian lives in my primary school years was patched together from snippets of TV shows or films or other kids in the playground. And none of it was positive. Growing up the ’90s you’d be forgiven for thinking gay people had only just been invented and every story was a sad one or there to be laughed at. Lesbianism, as far as I knew it, was a punchline, not a way to live.


When I was older, around fourteen, and I still didn’t have a boyfriend that joke turned to me. The new gag around the dinner table became that maybe I was a lesbian. I don’t remember who started the joke but everyone laughed while I went bright red and said no I’m not. I got used to friends and family and people at church asking if I had a boyfriend yet. When I finally found one a year later, I wrote in my diary that I felt ‘normal’. It lasted about a year until I realised I spent most of my time making excuses not to see him. It was only a few months until the questions and jokes started again. Don’t you have a boyfriend yet? Are you a lesbian? Section 28 was only repealed in England in 2003. I was fifteen and had never met an out gay person. I had lived through something I hadn’t even been aware of, because how can you miss what you do not know is even there?









The Other Half of the Conversation




26.9.96 – log by Josie: I hope she calls back – she was really upset and is in crisis


She finds their number on a flyer in the library but doesn’t dare take it home in case Bill sees it. Instead she memorises the number and the opening times. It’s another week after that before she calls. Another week of repeating the number silently in her head each night to make sure she doesn’t forget it. When she finally dials, a rare moment when Bill has fallen asleep in front of the television before 10 p.m., she’s sure the number won’t connect. Her hands shake the whole time. She can barely get the words out after the lady on the phone says hello. She doesn’t say her name, only that she’s married but is in love with a woman and has been for many years. She wants the lady on the phone to know right away that she isn’t a lesbian, isn’t one of those . . . she doesn’t feel attracted to other women. Just Maggie. It’s only ever been Maggie. She waits for a breathless moment, expecting the line go dead or for the lady to tell her the phone service is only for lesbians, but she doesn’t.


The lady on the phone asks how she can help and so she tells her about Maggie. She’s still in love with her, has been for many years, even after their relationship ended. A while ago now but not long enough that her chest doesn’t hurt every time she thinks about her. In love for all these years and then it was over before it hardly had begun.


What do I do? she asks. I can’t think, I can’t focus. I’m terrified my husband is going to find out, he’s downstairs right now, she whispers. But I can’t go on like this, I’ve got nowhere to turn. I’m not myself any more.


If Bill could hear her he’d tell her to calm herself down, she’s getting hysterical. She can hear it in the rise in her voice, the sobs that threaten to come out. She’s never told anyone this before.


It’s like my life has turned upside down, she says to the lady on the phone. Saying it aloud she sees how true that really is, everything feels different. Her head spins. She can’t go back to how she was before with all this love and feeling stuffed down deep inside herself. But what about Bill? He could wake up any moment.


The lady on the phone is saying something about counselling, they have counselling slots and they could get her one, it’s a bit of a wait but she can try . . . She doesn’t hear the rest. Can only think about Bill and him waking up any second and what he would do if he found out. Thank goodness the children at least are grown, one less thing to worry about. But Bill, Bill would go spare, she’d be out the house in no time. He’d tell all her family. And the children, would they ever want to see her again? She’d end up . . . where? Sorry, she says, I think this was a mistake, puts the phone down and goes back downstairs.





Mainstream and official archives are one way the state has worked to erase such histories of LGBTQ+ people through the confines of official documentation and legal language within a government that did not recognise or allow queer lives to be lived openly. After all, I could not find a lesbian history by tracking births, marriages and deaths, which historically did not acknowledge queer relationships or lived gender identity (or not at least without subterfuge on their part). Western record keeping and the violence of colonialism has been instrumental in the erasure of much of queer history globally and in establishing anti-LGBTQ+ laws.1 When we talk about hidden histories it’s important to consider who held the power for that erasure. While I’m writing about a specific UK context there are many other cultures which did not always oppress or stigmatise LGBTQ+ lives until the influence of Western colonial law and religious beliefs. The legal legacy of a British rule that deemed homosexuality illegal can be found across Caribbean, African, Indian and Oceanian nations.2


It is into this landscape that the queer archive arrives, with a specific aim to actively collect, catalogue and display documents, leaflets, letters, diaries, writings, recordings, images and objects from LGBTQ+ organisations and individuals. Items that may once have only circulated within a closed group or were at risk of being lost are preserved and remembered. And while all archives to some extent work in this way, either through making official records available to the public or cataloguing and preserving private belongings, for the queer archive there is an intensification of visibility in their work and an added complexity to notions of public and private. It’s found in both the items they present to the public (some of which may once have been deemed ‘illegal’) and by inhabiting a space exclusively for queer material that signifies it as ‘other’. Often this is literal in the case of queer archives within larger institutions. Islington’s Pride is one, which Islington Council denotes as a ‘special collection’ – evidence of its role as a deviation from the implied heterosexual norm of the mainstream archive. In asserting their difference, queer archives make themselves proudly known, working in direct opposition to the mainstream archive which once might have closed off such information from the public (often at the request of that person’s family or donor). For queer people, visibility and acknowledgment go hand in hand with the risk of losing one’s privacy or right to a life free of scrutiny. For LGBTQ+ people living our lives openly (a phrase which assumes we have something to hide otherwise) can be seen at best as ‘activism’ and at worse as dangerous. So often we aren’t allowed to simply exist, we must have a reason to be who we are – we must give something up in order to be seen.


And so this divide between ‘official’ and ‘personal’, ‘public’ and ‘private’, ‘queer’ and ‘mainstream’, is never clear-cut. Queer archives like Islington’s Pride straddle both public and private material, where alongside an individual’s collected ephemera they also catalogue council meetings and news clippings relevant to LGBTQ+ history and Islington. In the archive I moved between folders of homophobic news headlines to those containing home-made zines that celebrated gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender identities. Hardly surprising that even into the ’80s and ’90s the public records and news clippings in the Islington’s Pride archive were more likely to show an open hostility to queer people than anything positive. In contrast the private material: the zines and the photographs, and the logbook too, of course, gave a much fuller picture of lesbian life. The queer archive lets us see ourselves in a way that a mainstream archive does not, cannot, without amendment or qualifying, without an instinct towards hiding or obfuscation. In the private material I found heartbreak, sadness and abuse, but also the mundane details of simply living, or the joyous celebration of sexual freedom: of fucking who you want, of being who you want, of falling in love or not at all. Expressions of feeling that were, for a time, only found in private.


Not all queer archives seek to make their collections public and put on display private feelings. The Black Trans Archive by artist Danielle Brathwaite-Shirley is both interactive video game and online digital archive – part of a series of genre-spanning work that takes both physical and digital form. The Black Trans Archive exemplifies the tension between public and private in the queer archive, between expressions of feeling and what might border on voyeurism. In this space she specifically centres the lives of Black trans people and addresses its visitors directly.3 When you first encounter the piece you are presented with a moving image of stylised figures in an overgrown urban (cyber)space, text scrolling above and below inform you that ‘THIS IS A PRO BLACK PRO TRANS SPACE. ALTHOUGH ANYONE CAN PLAY THIS GAME IS MADE TO CENTRE THOSE WHO IDENTIFY AS BLACK AND TRANS’ and that ‘THIS IS NOT A PASSIVE EXPERIENCE. THIS EXPERIENCE REQURIES YOU TO BRING YOUR OWN INDENTITY TO THE SPACE’. If you choose to continue you are asked to select how you identify from three options: Black and Trans, Trans, or Cis, and are encouraged to be honest in your answer. Depending on your identity the archive then decides what material you can view. On answering ‘Cis’, the user is presented with the archive’s terms and conditions: to centre Black trans people and use your privilege to help them. It states ‘THIS IS NOT A PLACE WHERE WE MAKE YOU FEEL BETTER!’ This part of the archive confronts the cis viewer with such issues as performative allyship, trans tourism and erasure of Black trans lives from history. At no point does the archive attempt to make white cis viewers, like me, comfortable and nor should it. Brathwaite-Shirley describes the intention behind such a decision and its impact, especially within a shared in-person space:




I realised people will always come and put their own things on top of these trans people’s stories. Every person has to perform their own identity in entering the work . . . Maybe they haven’t even thought about their identity, but, within this room, they’re going to have to. That choice will then affect everything that they are allowed to see, how long they can be here, when they can leave, if they feel comfortable in the room. Once we implemented that, it was interesting to see the respect the space actually got and how people started thinking about their own experiences, the choices that they had made, and the people they have lost, without obscuring the trans people in the room.4





The Black Trans Archive keenly raises questions around what stories are privileged within an archive (even queer ones) and whom archives serve. It complicates the notion that archives should be equally accessible to all and forces its visitors to first reckon with their own positionality and reason for entering the archive. By questioning the process of making public the private marginalised identities for knowledge or representation, it ensures that those who access its knowledge are aware of their motivations for doing so and how their own actions can erase or uplift Black trans histories. It feels like a glimpse at the future of archives. Once I might have thought of archives as passive, dusty material waiting to be discovered, but by making an interactive work, Brathwaite-Shirley allows the archive to speak back to those who would use it. Asking as many questions of us as we do of them.




8.8.95 – log by Bea: Ellen received the tape from GEMMA but was very disappointed with it


Bea has rung round GEMMA, SPOD and KENRIC asking them all if they have any audio tapes of lesbian books they could send out for Ellen to listen to. There was no joy at SPOD, they have a newsletter but it’s typed out and no library of tapes that they could get hold of. They said not many of the publishers they work with do tapes of the books. Not unless the author records it themselves, there’s not much of a market for it apparently. KENRIC said much the same. London Friend is similar, to be fair, the little library of gay and lesbian literature they’ve managed to scrape together is patchy at best but totally devoid of anything on tape that Ellen might be able to listen to. It feels like it shouldn’t be too much to ask to have a couple of recordings of lesbian books but they seem impossible to find, at least official ones. Unless Ellen wants to listen to Tales of the City she doesn’t get much choice. It’s the sort of thing where you have to know someone to know someone to get hold of them. But they don’t know anyone. And so it’s Bea’s job to ring Ellen and tell her the news. At least GEMMA has managed to find one, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, although Bea supposes it’s a bit dated now. It’s read by Charlotte Coleman, who was Jess in that BBC version. She suspects Ellen might have already heard it, everyone watched Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit when it first came out. Even her mum did, much to Bea’s shock. She could try Silver Moon maybe and see if London Friend has a bit of spare budget from somewhere to buy Ellen a couple of new tapes if they have anything. Maybe Bea should start her own phone service. Lesbian dial-a-novel – that has a good ring to it . . .





To read the logbook is to eavesdrop on a conversation I was never meant to hear. I cannot ignore the obvious fact that the calls made by the women in the logs were confidential and most likely many would have been unaware that a record was even made. Early on in the logbook there’s a note from one of the volunteers that has been pasted onto the page next to a letter from the support group GEMMA, for disabled lesbians. It reads:




Please try to retain a degree of anonymity for callers! – Dana





The letter includes a caller’s full name and someone, probably Dana, has neatly blocked out in blue biro her surname and written the note beside it. There are other instances in the logbook of text being erased or scrubbed out to protect a caller’s identity. One entry from June 1996 is written in green ink and has been meticulously gone over with the same pen so that while the words themselves are obscured the shape of them remains. Someone took a lot of care to ensure the note couldn’t be read easily but I can just make out ‘[name] rang’ at the beginning and a question mark at the end. Even that feels like telling too much.


Many of these calls are intensely private as secrets and desires are spoken aloud, often for the first time. Others disclose histories of sexual abuse, illness and suicidal thoughts. Even the callers just looking for a chat did so thinking only the volunteers at the Lesbian Line would know about them. Certainly not that someone like me might write about them. It’s important to examine why I so desperately wanted to read the logbook and write about it. Was it purely morbid curiosity of wanting to see what you knew was off limits to others? Did I want to claim ‘discovery’ of the logbook? Would doing so smother their voices with my own?


The narrative of ‘discovery’ is one that should be approached with caution. Hardly a great discovery to reach an item in the bottom of a box an archivist before you has carefully laid out, catalogued, numbered and recorded on a computer system. To suggest no one knows about the Lesbian Line ignores the long history and network of women (many still alive) who established and worked on them. Yet when I mention the phone lines to other lesbians my age, most don’t know about them. This profoundly reveals how easily knowledge and lesbian history can be lost within a generation and speaks to the difficulties we have in connecting to our past and our community. This wasn’t a history I was taught in school or that was passed down through my family; it wasn’t on my TV or in my local museum. So despite knowing we have always been here, there persists this nagging feeling that lesbian stories still risk being forgotten.


There is a tendency whenever you are writing about a facet of your identity, particularly if it is one that is marginalised in some way, to overthink everything. Was wanting to write about lesbian history because I was a lesbian an unbearable cliché? Was it embarrassing? Even now I find myself afraid to say exactly what it is that I am so interested in: to my friends, to the archivist, to myself even. And it is that very reticence that urges me on. So let me say it now, what I am interested in is lesbians. There’s no need to play it cool. I think lesbians are worthy of our attention. I want to tell their stories. I think they need to be heard, not just for me but others too. And to do that I need to share their stories, to lift them up above the noise of the world, at least for a moment.


And what of the callers’ privacy? That is of the utmost importance. But I do not need to reveal their secrets to tell their stories. Even if I wanted to, I cannot share the real calls because they are already lost to time. All I have is the trace they left behind in the volunteers’ call logs, and so to return a voice to them will require an intervention. Not with the true story, but a story. To write about the logbook will require an exchange of fact and fiction but also of my life and theirs, a layering of truths and could-be-truths. Something like that which Ali Smith in her own work of fact and fiction, Artful, describes as the machinations of imagination, ‘the act of making it up, from the combination of what we’ve got and what we haven’t, that makes the human, make the art, makes the transformation possible’.5


I need to work backwards through the gaps between myself and the volunteers who wrote the logs, the gaps between the volunteers and the callers, the gaps between the person speaking on the phone and the person they really were. A trace of a trace of a life partially unknown. To turn the calls from their already unknowable state to something fictional but hopefully still real. A leap of imagination is required but one that does not come from nowhere.


I am not treading new ground here. The pioneering academic Saidiya Hartman sublimely reimagines and retells the lives of enslaved people and other Black histories ‘lost’ in the archive. Including that of a lesbian chorus girl, Mabel Hampton. In Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments she describes what she calls the ‘narrative written from nowhere’ which writes against and beyond the limits of authority and power in the archive and instead tells the story from ‘inside the circle’.6 Deftly closing the gap between herself and history. There is the work too of the queer scholar Clare Hemmings, who, in her book Considering Emma Goldman, invents the lost archival letters of the political radical. She describes her archival work as ‘the radical scholar’s task [which] is at once archaeological (unearthing the hidden to change our view of the earth) and interventionist – retelling stories to allow for present living’.7 This is what I aim to do: not recreate the calls to the Lesbian Line but retell them. To make them into something which happens now, as immediate as anything can be when written down, so that I might capture the intimate traces of their lives.8 A projection into the past that might show a way forward.


The logbook speaks to me and I cannot help answering back. I cannot pretend I am doing this without a desire to understand something about myself. My own queerness, my own lesbian history. I want a way to connect myself to the lesbians who have gone before me. To do that I need to know how I arrived at the logbook in the first place – because finding it feels like both fate and coincidence. What I have is the logbook and myself and every unknown thing between. I’m trying to write the other half of the conversation.
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