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  This book, wrote Max Lerner in his preface to the first American edition in 1959, leaves a scar in the memory.


  The memory has faded since. To offer a new preface to a book published when I was nine, is unsettling. I only fitfully recognise the England which Against the Law describes. How does one
  assess this astonishing account? Can those of us who never had to be brave in the way Peter Wildeblood was brave, critically admire without patronising?


  Best coolly to note what he did. This was epoch-making. The sensational court case  the Montague case  which led to Wildebloods imprisonment for homosexual offences, became
  the trigger to the Governments appointment of the Wolfenden Committee to consider the law on homosexuality. Their report led nearly a decade later to the qualified legalisation of private
  homosexual behaviour  before then utterly illegal. This was the first advance in gay rights in England in our century, and the only advance for another thirty years to follow.


  It is still the most significant reform homosexual men have ever gained. By his honesty during the trial this book reports, by the publicity and sympathy attracted, and by the evidence he then
  gave personally to the Wolfenden Committee, Wildeblood did as much as any witness to influence that advance. The scale of his contribution is not really reflected in Against the Law, written
  as it was when events were still in flux, but the book  and the sheer fact of its publication  proved to be part of that contribution. Against the Law is, itself, a leading
  witness in gay history.


  Wildeblood was the only participant to describe himself honestly as a homosexual rather than to simply confess homosexual acts. Amazingly, this makes him one of the first men in history to do
  so. Why did he do it? The offences (as they then were) for which he was convicted were routine. What was extraordinary was the candour, inside and outside court, of this talented and successful
  journalist. Very faintly, he writes, as though at the end of a tunnel, I could see what I must do. I would make a statement . . . I would simply tell the truth about myself. I
  had no illusions about the amount of publicity which would be involved. I would be the first homosexual to tell what it felt like to be an exile in ones own country. I might destroy myself,
  but perhaps I could help others.


  Here and throughout the author writes in the crisply accessible style of a practiced popular journalist; but what he is saying is  was  stunning. In some ways this book,
  which like so much else flowed from that decision, remains teasingly incomplete: for Wildeblood, forever the reporter (no Proustian introspective he) never properly explains why he jumped
  one way in circumstances when a thousand other defendants would have jumped the other. His sheer nerve is  was  breathtaking; the tragedy which unfolded poignant; his
  parents support touching; but little is made of any of this. The narrative is factual.


  We are left wondering what distinguished Peter Wildeblood from perhaps a million of his contemporaries. Did he seek publicity? In a sense, of course, yes. Some of the Wolfenden Committee
  slightly distrusted the journalist as an attention-seeker making unnecessary or uncalled for statements about himself; and that was the charge with which the 1950s
  British Establishment defended itself against his evidence  and this book. It is worth noting too that the shrewd Fleet Street professional in Wildeblood may have guessed that his
  conventional career would be over, whatever evidence he turned. Certainly by the time he wrote Against the Law he had little to lose.


  Except this. With time, privacy and a period of decent obscurity, hurt begins to heal. This is what people pushed into public opprobrium most commonly crave when exposed and vilified. But when
  most men would have piped down and taken cover, some instinct in Wildeblood pushed him to break cover and speak up. Everyone advised him to let it go. Instead he carried on stirring it up.


  At first a victim of events, he made himself their master. The legal indictments he could not avoid. Natural honesty may have compelled him to answer as he did. The sentence and imprisonment
  were out of his hands. The publicity attaching to the case was beyond his control. But this book was a voluntary act, calculated to cause himself immense pain. Nothing can take away from the
  heroism in that.


  And quite apart from the contribution he makes here to gay history and consciousness, the description Against the Law offers of mid-twentieth-century British policing, and the judicial
  culture of the era, will surprise those who were not there. Those who were, will be chastened to have overlooked the nastiness. From his standpoint our country appears as almost a fascist state.
  I did not believe such things could happen in England, Wildeblood writes, until they happened to me. How many hundreds and thousands of silent witnesses must there have
  been, to match just one who spoke?


  This chilling tale is republished into a new generation and a different Britain from the country Wildeblood describes. Just how different was betrayed to me by the magisterial original preface,
  from America, by Max Lerner: a period-piece in itself  completely, shockingly out of date. Straining towards a new age, the liberal rationalist in Lerner praised the authors courage
  and his coming to terms with himself, and he asked for the readers compassionate understanding.


  But Lerners conventionally wise side had the final word. His last paragraph spoke of homosexuality as an agonising problem. Nevertheless, he concluded, the situation was not
  hopeless: My own study of it makes me believe there is a greater chance for success from psychiatric treatment than Wildeblood seems to believe.


  Enlightened scholar that he was, Lerner had wholly missed the point. Though Wildeblood offers the sort of respectful nod in the direction of self-loathing which he knew his readership (and
  publisher) expected  not least as an excuse for the book  he was not seriously interested in a cure for a mental disease. No reader will detect much of a
  sense of shame, or any longing for release. He was one of the first English writers ever to present and describe homosexuality as a human type; as a sexuality rather than as a failure of sexuality.
  Between the lines of a tale of giddy descent into public disgrace, the reader will sense a brazen, almost shameless quality in Wildebloods prose. A rogue cheerfulness keeps creeping in.


  Though it is an indictment, therefore, this book is not a breast-beating appeal, nor a confession, nor a pathology, it is simply a story, one mans story: remarkable for its picture of a
  police state in 1950s Britain; remarkable for the authors self-knowledge in a world which offered him no template; and remarkable for his confidence and courage in publishing. As a
  fellow-journalist who never faced, and could not have stood, a fraction of the ignominy heaped upon Peter Wildeblood, I salute him.


  


  Matthew Parris


  London, June 1999





  Although one of the charges made against me was one of conspiracy, there was, and has been, no conspiracy. The views expressed in this book are entirely and exclusively my
  own; there has been no consultation with anybody else.


  P.W.
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