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‘We have come to speak the truth of our lives and 
silence the liars . . . we are afraid no more.’
Urvashi Vaid





	
			

			


         


Author’s Note



These are the stories of real people, some living,  some dead. The nature of their activism, the way they viewed themselves, the names they called themselves﻿ and the attitudes they held toward﻿s each other sometimes jar with modern views. This is all part of our queer story.
You might find it uncomfortable to read some of the language of the past, or be disturbed by the absence of terms you may have expected to see. It is important we do not project a twenty-first﻿-century sensibility onto the twentieth﻿-century movement, so throughout this book I use the language that the people whose stories I am telling used about themselves. 
Words can shift their shape, double their meaning, or gradually fade away. We often talk about reclaiming words, subverting the venomous power within them. ‘Queer’ is a good example. Queer can mean peculiar, odd, different. It can be found as far back as the sixteenth century, but it is thought to be towards the end of the nineteenth century that it began to be used as a slur to describe homosexual, and in particular effeminate, men. 
Historically﻿, it has certainly been a word associated with negative traits. Queer has colloquially described drunkenness, excessiveness, or someone or something that is not to be trusted, so for many people being described as ﻿queer still feels insulting. Yet ﻿queer for others holds a positive power and has done for many years; even back in the 1950s and 60s, if not before, ﻿queer was being used by LGBTQ+ people to express a non-conformity, a self-described identity that expanded beyond sexuality. It has grown into an umbrella term that intersects with assertiveness, inclusivity and fluidity.
My original idea for this book was to focus exclusively on British history, but in the course of my research I encountered many stories from the USA that created a wider context for the British stories I wanted to tell. I thought about exploring further and setting this history in a global context, but I soon realized how monumental a task that would be.
If I wanted to have any chance of achieving a finished book, I needed to set myself some boundaries. That is why the book is focused on selected stories from the UK and the USA and from the second half of the twentieth century.  I then added a timeline from 1950 onwards to include some landmark events from around the world, which shows that the UK and USA were by no means  the first territories to embrace a positive change towards the acceptance of LGBTQ+ people.






	
			

			


         


The end of the twentieth century also holds a particular significance to me as it is a time I lived through. As a young gay person﻿, I experienced homophobic abuse personally, witnessed some of the events I have written about in this book﻿ and during my lifetime have seen how attitudes and laws have changed. These stories are snapshots of moments in history and the opinions expressed by those involved may  also have changed over time.
Audre Lorde talked about the ‘strength and vision of our diverse communities’. With that in mind, I was keen to include as many people as possible from across a broad spectrum of identities within the LGBTQ+ community, although by including these individuals, I am not suggesting they necessarily endorse the book.
Because of the hidden nature of early LGBTQ+ people’s lives, their history was often passed on by word of mouth. Many of the stories I have included in this book, I found by watching documentaries, listening to old radio broadcasts, podcast interviews and discussions, and other audio and visual content. I also interviewed some people myself. Memories can differ from one to another, so if you have heard or read any of these stories told differently, then it may be that they are contrasting takes from others involved in these events. 
We Are Your Children was made for whoever wants to read it.  My hope is that people will discover some of the stories that were hidden or inaccessible to me when I was younger, and perhaps want to learn more. Appropriate discretion is advised if doing further research, however, as the people portrayed here had, or have, their own creative lives and opinions beyond the pages of this book.
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Introduction 



Poof’ was the word I hated most throughout the 1980s.
In 1980, I turned ten, and around that time at school I began to hear ‘poof’ yelled across the playground at me﻿ – a label intended to cause me shame.
The old saying, ‘Sticks and stones will break my bones but names will never hurt me’﻿, could not have been further from the truth. Words, when hurled like stones, wound deeply.
It wasn’t long before ‘poof’ had recruited a whole gang of equally bruising words: gaylord, woofter, pansy, poofter, shirt-lifter, gayboy, bender, queer. 
The bombardment was daily, at times almost casual. It seemed that my  peers had made up their minds about me and my sexuality long before I understood it. There is something particularly isolating and lonely about homophobic bullying when you experience it as a child, because who do you tell? In the 1980s, in the suburbs of Liverpool, being a ‘poof’ was the very worst thing a boy could be. 
School became an endurance. The name-calling was soon joined by violence. I was punched, kicked, spat on, pushed over, chased, threatened, intimidated, had my lunch stolen, my school bag ripped to shreds and my books thrown over a hedge. And I felt the impact of a variety of missiles. I did my best to pretend it wasn’t happening.
It was exhausting, watching myself, adjusting my behaviour in an attempt to avoid it all.
Was this what my life would be? Ashamed and afraid of who I was, hiding my homosexuality, denying it even to myself? 
Queer kids of my generation, and generations before mine, were deprived of queer knowledge in childhood; our history was hidden from us. There were no books in the school library and no lessons that showed us queer identities. There was no celebration of revolutionary queer people fighting for equality and freedom or visibility of ordinary LGBTQ+ people just living their lives. Queer or not, we were all left in the dark about homosexuality, bisexuality and trans identities as natural ways of being. Told our feelings were unnatural, we were set adrift, left alone to search for positive glimpses of homosexuality, to lift ourselves into a place of acceptance. 
I was deeply curious about being gay. I knew I wasn’t the only one, but where should I look to find others like me? Popular culture provided a peek. The merest suggestion that a character in a book might 





	
			

			


         


be gay had me hooked; the tiniest shimmer of ambiguity in a love song saw me reading and re-reading the lyrics. I became an instant fan of anyone who stuck their head above the parapet: Boy George, Marilyn, Jimmy Somerville, Julian Clary, Derek Jarman. I scoured the TV guide for films with queer characters﻿, which I furtively watched with the sound turned down low (so as not to be discovered) on the fuzzy black-and-white television in my bedroom. But the protests, the marches, the queer groups and organi﻿zations all eluded me. 
This book is absolutely not a definitive collection of LGBTQ+ activism. The subject is so vast, so sprawling﻿, it would be impossible to capture a complete history in one book. I focused my research on stories from the U﻿K that document the last fifty years of the twentieth century, a time of deeply rooted homophobia and expanding social change﻿, with some stories from the USA to sit alongside them. These ﻿form just a glimpse of the numberless LGBTQ+ stories from around the world waiting to be explored.
I am not an expert on queer activism. I’m an enthusiast, a seeker of stories that illustrate the fight for the freedom of all queer people to be themselves without fear or persecution.
Of course﻿, it’s impossible to know if, armed with knowledge of these stories, the teenage me would have felt any differently about myself. Shame, when it’s pinned to you, is hard to shake off. But had I known how queer activism wove its way through theatre, politics, humour, fashion, art, music and sport; how queer hands made banners, queer imaginations created slogans, queer lips openly kissed each other in protest and in love; how queer bodies, in life and in death, took up space and caused disruption; how queer voices sang and chanted, ‘Closets are for clothes!’, ‘Come out, be seen!’, ‘We’re here, we’re queer and we are everywhere . . . and we always have been’﻿ – then maybe there would have been no shame to feel﻿ – only pride.





	
			

			


         


Activism



All activism is about seeking change. It ﻿MIGHT  be through organi﻿zed action alongside hundreds of thousands of others, or it ﻿might be a one-person act of defiance. To stand up for the freedom and equality of queer people takes tremendous courage, because the reactions of others vary so much.
Throughout history, many societies pretended LGBTQ+ people didn’t exist, or that if they did﻿ they were sick and should be shunned or pitied. When marriage was only considered acceptable between a woman and a man, most people followed the same path in life: they grew up, they got married, they had children. This included many LGBTQ+ people who felt it was their only choice.
But some cultures around the world had very different attitudes. For centuries, queer people were celebrated, revered and given status within communities which held long﻿-established traditions and beliefs about gender identity and sexuality. All that changed with the invasion of empire-building foreigners who brought with them laws that persecuted and criminali﻿zed queer people. 
Sadly, over time, most of the world introduced laws to punish LGBTQ+ people, making ﻿homosexual acts a crime. The punishment was (and in some places still is) death.
For many years, the idea of homosexuality as an identity and lifestyle was unheard of. The very word ‘homosexual’ wasn’t invented until 1868﻿, when Hungarian journalist and campaigner Karl Maria Kertbeny needed a word to describe ‘of the same sex’ and made it up. 
Slowly, very slowly, things started to change. While some countries set in place rigid rules to control and oppress, others began abolishing their laws criminali﻿zing homosexuals. France was the first country to do so, in 1791.
Even so, many people who had no concept of what it meant to be homosexual, lesbian, bisexual﻿ or transgender, but who knew they felt differently to the way society expected them to feel, lost hope. They believed they would never be accepted into society﻿ and would be forced to live hidden lives for ever.
But for humans the power to connect is strong. In the past, red neckties, green carnations and purple violets all became coded accessories used to identify 





	
			

			


         


each other. Around Britain, secret languages were spoken in bars and cafes, allowing gay men to chat without being discovered, beaten up or arrested.
However, not everyone lived in the shadows. Some LGBTQ+ people began to make themselves visible to the outside world. They did not see their sexuality or gender identity as a problem, reali﻿zing it was society that had the problem for not accepting them. They organi﻿zed themselves, encouraging other like-minded people to join them in the fightback.
For centuries, male homosexuality was against the law in the UK and North America. At first﻿, the campaign for equality started as a whisper, hiding itself in secret societies with ambiguous names to divert unwanted attention. But as these groups gained confidence﻿, they became bolder and took to the streets demanding equality.
To begin with﻿, they set their sights on equality within the workplace, where even being identified as homosexual could mean being fired. The early protests were silent and sombre, with strict gender-conforming dress codes. But soon these demands merged with other demands for equality: the right to order a drink in a bar; to hold hands in public; to wear the clothes that best expressed a personal identity.
As laws changed, resistance to the acceptance of queer people escalated﻿ and the ﻿fightback became a riot, then a revolution. Battling injustice, violence and brutality, some freedoms were gained﻿, while others were lost. Voices that had been overshadowed began to shout louder. Eventually﻿, the movement would implode with disagreements and resentment. Then a ﻿a virus raged, ravaging the queer community﻿, and through that devastation﻿, new, stronger bonds were forged.
The fight for liberation has been a long, hard struggle. Sometimes the hard part is not changing laws, it is changing the hearts and minds of people who are afraid of change.
The last fifty years of the twentieth century was a time of unimaginable progress in the fight for LGBTQ+ liberation. Here are just a few of the stories about some of the people who, through their activism, determination and courage, made it happen.





	
			

			


         


Revolutionaries



Shame is an overwhelming emotion; it can swallow you  whole. For centuries, the shame of feeling same-sex attraction, the shame of questioning their gender identity, saw countless LGBTQ+ people awkwardly playing by the rigid rules that society applied to being a man or a woman.
Many who dared to break free from these restrictive norms were viewed with great suspicion. Much of society was unforgiving; misunderstanding, repulsion, rejection and violence hardly made ‘coming out’ appealing. So﻿, understandably, many stayed hidden. Yet some remarkable people found the courage to reject shame and accept themselves for who they were, making no apologies for it.
Karl He﻿inrich Ulrichs explored the concept of homosexuality as a positive identity when, in 1864, he wrote his essay ‘Researching the Riddle of Love Between Men’. Being so outspoken could have ruined his life, but Karl knew, because he felt it himself, that for some men, the love of and for another man was completely natural. To Karl﻿, it was absurd to have laws that criminali﻿zed love.
We’wha was a Native American born to the Zuni tribe. Imagine growing up free from the expectations of gender, deciding only when you got a bit older if you were male or female, or neither. The Zuni believe there are more than two genders. They believe some people can be both, and call such people ‘lhamana’ (two spirit). Gender is not decided on a person’s body, but how they feel. So although We’wha’s body looked male, as two spirit they often wore women’s clothes and did the jobs traditionally assigned to women.
This bamboozled new Americans﻿, who didn’t understand, thinking it very odd, even sinful, and tried to stop it. We’wha learn﻿ed English in order to talk with them﻿ and became a cultural ambassador between First Nation peoples and these new Americans. We’wha was so highly respected, in 1886 they visited the White House and were introduced to the President as an ‘Indian princess’.
Magnus Hirschfeld was fascinated by human sexuality. He studied it, explored ideas﻿ and wrote on homosexuality and transvestism. He starred in one of the very first films about homosexuality, 





	
			

			


         


Different from the Others (1919). His openness and eagerness to change discriminatory laws and attitudes towards LGBTQ+ people saw him beaten up many times, once so badly he was left for dead with a  fractured skull, but that didn’t stop him. In 1897, he started one of Europe’s first gay rights organi﻿zations, the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee. In 1919, he opened the Institute for Sexual Science in Berlin.
Radclyffe Hall’s novel﻿ The Well of Loneliness﻿ was described in court in 1928 as ‘unnatural and obscene’ before it was banned in the UK and all copies destroyed. One journalist said it was so obscene he would rather give a child acid than the book. 
It was a novel about lesbians. Radclyffe had written a fictional  story, but it showed the truth  of many lesbians facing  loneliness, isolation and rejection. It became an international bestseller. Eventually﻿, it was released in the UK in 1949﻿ and still sells hundreds of thousands of copies. Radclyffe was a lesbian. She knew lesbians wanted to read stories about themselves, and there was nothing obscene about that. 
Mae West﻿ was no stranger to scandal. The film star was 





	
			

			


         


so moved by the plight of gay friends facing hatred and prejudice that she wrote a play about them called The Drag and cast only gay men in it. That was banned in 1926, so she changed its title to The Pleasure Man and tried to stage the play again two years later. This time the police w﻿ere waiting in the wings and as the curtain fell on opening night the entire cast was arrested, along with Mae.
The charge was obscenity because the finale featured a drag ball, with all the men dressed as women. The trial lasted two years and cost Mae many thousands of dollars before all the charges were eventually dropped.
Nobuko Yoshiya claimed﻿ that Husbands are Useless in the title ﻿of one of her novels. A bold title indeed for a book in such a male-dominated society. Nobuko was a feminist and a pioneer of Japanese lesbian fiction. She amassed a great fortune from the sale of her books﻿, which spoke of ‘sisterly’ affection and same-sex attraction between women. Eagerly devoured in their millions by young girls in 1920s Japan, her books are seen by many as inspiring what we today call the graphic novel.
As a young girl, Nobuko rejected society’s expectations for her to become a ‘good wife’ and ‘wise mother’. She cut her hair short, dressed in androgynous western clothing﻿ and became one of the first Japanese women to own a car or a racehorse. She defied the law preventing two women marrying and owning property together by adopting her partner, Monma Chiyo. This bound them together, giving them security as a couple within the law. Their relationship lasted fifty years.
Gladys Bentley loved women. Sitting at her piano in a white tuxedo and top hat, she loved flirting with them at her Harlem bar, the Clam House. Gladys was a blues singer, singing about proud, strong lesbians. She intentionally spurned gender norms and in 1931 proudly announced that she had married a woman, decades before same-sex marriage became legal.
Claude Cahun, a French photographer and writer, explored and blurred the boundaries of gender identity. They used themselves in their art and their shaved head challenged the imagery of femininity and masculinity. ‘Masculine? Feminine? It depends on the situation. Neuter is the only gender that always suits me.’
Claude met Marcel Moore in 1909 and the two formed a lifelong romantic and artistic partnership, creating work about same﻿-sex attraction and writing 





	
			

			


         


for the ‘gay’ magazine, Inversions. In the Second World War, ﻿they were living on the ﻿isl﻿and of Jersey during the Nazi occupation and, to avoid suspicion, pretended they were sisters. They joined the Resistance, for which they were eventually arrested and sentenced to death, but the end of the war brought their liberation. Claude’s art continues to inspire, asking questions about gender and non-binary identities.
Lucy Hicks Anderson, ﻿as a child in the late nineteenth century, insisted she was not male. She chose the name Lucy and desired to live as a girl. Thanks to her open-minded parents and doctor, her wishes were respected.
A successful chef and well-loved member of her community, Lucy was married twice. Divorcing her first husband, Clarence Hicks, in 1929 after nine years of marriage, in 1944﻿ she married a retired soldier, Reuben Anderson. But the very next year, her happy life started to unravel.
Following a forced medical examination, it was found she had been assigned male at birth. The doctor publicly outed Lucy and she was charged with perjury, lying on her marriage certificate﻿ and illegally receiving money given to soldiers’ wives. At the time, marriage was only legal between a man and a woman, and the court decided that Lucy was not a woman. She was convicted and jailed in a men’s prison, where she was banned from wearing women’s clothes. 
Unbowed, Lucy proudly declared at her trial, ‘I defy any doctor in the world to prove that I am not a woman. I have lived, dressed, acted just what I am –  a woman. I have lived a good citizen for many years in this town and I am going to die a good citizen, but I am going to die a woman.’
Ivor Cummings OBE was a proud and openly gay Black Englishman at a time of rampant homophobia and racism. Born in Hartlepool in 1913, Ivor had to abandon his dream of becoming a doctor due to lack of funds﻿ and instead became a well-respected senior civil servant in what was then the Colonial Office. 
When, in 1948, the Empire Windrush docked near London﻿, bringing  hundreds of Caribbean people invited by the British government to help rebuild a war-torn Britain, it was Ivor who welcomed them, earning him the title ‘the gay father of the Windrush generation’. He cared deeply for these new arrivals, helping them to find jobs and homes. 
These are some of the people whose lives and activism would be kept hidden from future generations, perhaps wilfully, in an attempt to extinguish hope. Yet the human instinct to live in truth and rise up against injustice and oppression would not be diminished.





	
			

			


          


An Effeminate Homosexual



I940
UK




‘



I am a self﻿-evident, self-possessed, effeminate homosexual  for all the world to see.’ When Quentin Crisp said this, he knew all too well that the ‘effeminate’ male was probably the most despised of all men.
As a young man in the 1930s, Quentin could stop traffic by simply walking through Piccadilly in London. If he paused to look in a shop window, a crowd would swell around him, their faces a mixture of pity, confusion and utter contempt. Why? Quentin dyed his hair bright red with henna, grew his fingernails long, wore sandals to show off his toes in brightly coloured nail polish, and he never left home without a full face of make-up. He was simply being himself. 
People would regularly throw stones at him, slap his face or stamp on his feet, ‘without uttering a single word’, as he later recalled. Twice left unconscious by his attackers, Quentin never fought back﻿, for fear of being killed.
His appearance made finding work a challenge, and Quentin spent much of his young life in grave poverty. 
In 1940, with the Second Wo﻿rld War raging, he was called up by the Army.  He was eager to join, believing this was his only chance to escape starvation.  But at his examination to be declared fit for service, the astonished medical examiner took one look and announced, ‘You’ve dyed your hair. This is a sign of sexual perversion.’ And with that, the Army rejected Quentin outright.
On one occasion when he had stopped in the street to chat with a male friend, Quentin was arrested by two police officers, ‘disguised as humans’, as he later wrote. After being thoroughly searched at Savile Row police station, he was fingerprinted and put in a cell. 
The next day, in court, the police accused him of propositioning young men.
Quentin stood in the witness box and told the courtroom that he dressed and lived in such a way that the whole world could see he was homosexual﻿ and that he could not possibly proposition anyone on a crowded London street looking the way he did. Those police officers thought he would be easy to convict, but the case was dismissed and Quentin walked free.
For many gays and lesbians, long before we talked of ‘pride’, activism meant simply being their true authentic selves.





	
			

			


          





	
			

			


          


Ferret Them Out



I940s
USA



The military did NOT want ANY homosexuals in its ranks.  But in times of war they couldn’t be choosy: millions of young men and women were needed to fight the Second World War.
LGBTQ+ people found themselves drafted into the forces, or joined up voluntarily. Coming from small towns and villages, many may have considered themselves oddities, having never before met or even heard of another person like them. The war brought young LGBTQ+ people together. Away from home, from family and the small communities they came from, they felt a new sense  of belonging. 
Nell Phelps was a sergeant in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC). She was a young lesbian and soon found out she wasn’t alone. Johnnie, as she was known, reckoned that many of her battalion were just like her. 
The story goes that one day, Sergeant Phelps was called to her commanding general’s office to be given a special order. Her commanding officer spoke: ‘It’s come to my attention that there may be some lesbians in the WAC battalion. I’m giving you an order to ferret those lesbians out and we’re going to get rid of them.’ (If someone was discovered to be gay or lesbian in the military they could be given a dishonourable discharge, which could land them in prison.)
Johnnie looked at him, and at his secretary who was standing alongside  her, and replied﻿, ‘Well﻿, sir, I’ll be happy to do the investigation for you, but you have to know that the first name on the list will be mine.’
The officer was surprised, but then﻿, to his astonishment﻿, his secretary spoke up: ‘Sir, you must be aware that Sergeant Phelps’s name may be second, but mine will be the first.’
Johnnie went on to explain that almost the whole battalion was lesbian. All the drivers, all the clerks, all the section commanders would need to be ‘got rid of’, including the best soldiers. The commanding officer himself had awarded the battalion a commendation for exceptional service every six months since they had been there. 
He looked at the two women standing before him and simply said, ‘Forget the order﻿.’ 
Some people believe this commanding officer was Eisenhower, who would go on to become President of the USA. 
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