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INTRODUCTION

“The absence of the past was a terror.” So wrote Derek Jarman in his 1992 memoir At Your Own Risk.

Jarman wanted people to know what it was like to be a gay man in the mid-to-late twentieth century. He wrote of a time when people couldn’t acknowledge their sexuality, of young lovers killing themselves because it wasn’t possible for them to live openly as a couple, and of homophobic doctors falsely telling gay men that they were HIV-positive, hoping to make them “see the error of their ways”. He railed against the lack of LGBTQ history at the time, saying how much he needed to have access to it himself and the effect that its suppression has on people like us: it leaves us in a void, not able to have a full sense of who we are and where we’ve been – no lit path to show how we might live our lives.

In writing this book celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Stonewall riots and the movement that followed, and inviting key figures to contribute essays, it became clear to me quite how much there is to celebrate. The change has been profound, and there’s no doubt Stonewall provided explosive momentum. The simple story of a group of people who fought back against homophobic repression has passed into mythology: who exactly was there, who threw the first punch, the first stone, who fought hardest – no one can agree or know for sure. But what is in no doubt is that a community of brave, pissed off and oppressed people said that enough was enough and took action, knowing that if they didn’t, then nobody would.


[image: A black and white photo of a man wearing glasses and a headband smiles while holding a sign reading ‘GAY PRIDE’ during a street parade.]
The first annual Christopher Street Liberation Day Parade (now known as Pride), 28 June 1970.



I’ve been lucky enough to have seen some of the changes that came about in the wake of that event. I joined the huge crowd outside the House of Commons on the night in February 1994 when it voted on the age of consent. I remember attending the first Stonewall Equality Show in 1994, and my amazement at hearing people say nice things about LGBTQ people. For a while I worked in Stonewall’s offices in London, when there was just a handful of staff and volunteers. I answered ever-ringing phones and stuffed newsletters into envelopes, sending them to supporters across the country. If someone had told me then that those homophobic laws would be dissolved or that Prince William would sit for the cover of Attitude when I was editor and make a statement against homo, bi and transphobic bullying, becoming the first royal to appear on the cover of a gay magazine and the first to speak out so plainly, I would not have believed them.

When you read through this book, I hope that you too will feel a very strong sense of celebration, joy and gratitude towards the countless people who have given time, money and even their lives to get us where we are today. I can’t ever thank those people enough. None of us can. But there’s another equally important message that I hope this book carries.

At the 2014 annual Attitude Awards, Maureen Duffy received an Icon Award. Duffy is a successful writer who came out in the 1960s, and who went on national television in 1967 to argue for decriminalization for her gay brothers. She is one of the people to whom we owe so much.

When trans activist Paris Lees presented Duffy with the award, the crowd rose to its feet, cheering. This was a gay woman in her eighties, who had grown up when a gay man could be imprisoned and gay or bi women could have their children taken away from them. If I’ve seen overwhelming changes, she has seen many more – I expected her to practically levitate to the stage. She didn’t do that, nor did she bask in the adulation. Instead she warmly thanked us and then issued a solemn warning.

“We mustn’t take our eye off the ball. Think of the people in Uganda, in Iran, who can still be executed for being gay, and that Russia is now going back on its own, previously almost liberal laws. We can never accept that all is well. We’ve come a long way, thank goodness ... but don’t hang up your boots”.

Engaging on social media in the days afterwards, friends expressed their opinion that the clock could not ever be turned back. We’ve won the argument, they said. The world is more stable now. This was 2014. In 2016, the UK voted to leave the EU, Donald Trump became the most powerful person in the world, and today there is growing support for right-wing, often homophobic, parties across the world.

This is a time to celebrate. But there is a temptation to idolize the participants in the Stonewall riots to the point where we overlook why they fought: not to be celebrated, have books written about them or champagne glasses clinked in their names, but because they had no choice. Today it is becoming increasingly clear that nothing in this world is guaranteed. There are still massive inequalities, as mentioned by Duffy and addressed in this book, which require long overdue action. There are also new dangers coming down the track which will affect us all – the destabilization of the world caused by climate change is right up there. Civilization is what protects, or should protect, the vulnerable, including the LGBTQ community – if civilization collapses as a result of climate change, as Sir David Attenborough has warned, what then?

If we really want to honour the people who fought at the Stonewall Inn on that unusually hot June night in 1969, then we need to defend those hard-won rights and confront anything that threatens the free and stable societies protecting them.

Those who wish to control others or have an interest in the status quo will tell you that protest never achieves anything. I hope this book assures you that protest can achieve a great deal, and that when people act together they have true power – and that sometimes using that power is absolutely necessary.




A TIME OF
REVOLUTION

People like us have always existed. The identities we associate with the modern terms lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer may be relatively modern, but ancient art and literature show that homosexual sex and gender nonconforming behaviour have occurred throughout history.

It has been suggested that before the influence of Christianity and the British Empire the world was a queer utopia, but disapproval of homosexual behaviour existed in most cultures even when that behaviour was sometimes tolerated or permitted. Examples of such acceptance include the Native American “two-spirit people”, a modern term encompassing a wide range of gender and sexual identities, and there is evidence of gay sex occurring in ancient cultures from across the world. However, even in ancient Greece and Rome, often held up as examples of the enlightened ancient world because of the social acceptance of sexual relationships between older and younger men, it was still controversial. Plato supported it in his early writing but condemned it later, writing that many believed it shameful.

Religious doctrine has had a devastating effect on the ability of LGBTQ people to live their lives fully. Today, many of the countries where homosexual behaviour is illegal are either Christian African or Islamic nations. An enormous amount of state-sanctioned homophobia across the globe began with Britain’s Buggery Act, which was passed by the English parliament in 1533 and spread across territories as the British Empire expanded. In 1861 the penalty for gay sex was reduced from death to imprisonment. Then, in 1885, British member of parliament Henry Labouchère pushed forward the Criminal Law Amendment Act, making any sexual act between men (even in private) punishable with two years’ imprisonment. (This law was used to convict Oscar Wilde in 1895.) Historians have discounted the popular belief that Queen Victoria didn’t legislate against lesbianism because she couldn’t accept it existed, believing instead that Labouchère was not concerned with Sapphic behaviour – or didn’t want to alert women to its existence!


[image: Lord Montagu and Peter Wildeblood are featured on a Daily Mirror front page reporting their 1954 court sentences.]
The press reporting of the conviction of Lord Montagu, Michael Pitt-Rivers and Peter Wildeblood, January 1954. It was a case that outraged some but which also elicited concern at the unfair legal situation of homosexuals.




[image: The cover of ‘Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male’ by Alfred Kinsey, Wardell Pomeroy and Clyde Martin at the bottom.]
The cover of the ground-breaking 1948 book from Alfred Kinsey et al., which revolutionized how people saw sex and male sexuality.




[image: ‘The Well of Loneliness’ by Radclyffe Hall with a light-coloured cover and a thin dark border, presented upright against a plain background.]
The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall, published in 1928. An important lesbian classic, it is, however, depressing in the extreme, reflecting the mood of the time.



In the twentieth century, outside of the tiny number of establishments in a small number of countries where gay people could meet openly, most LGBTQ people either denied their nature or existed in an underground world of secrecy and discretion. Some have since said that life pre-legalization was exciting but for most, life was difficult, often intolerable; something expressed by the title of the first lesbian novel The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall, published in 1928. In 1930 the British police set up a special department to catch anyone indulging in “gross indecency”. Thousands were imprisoned. In the US, homosexuals would be committed to a mental institute and subjected to aversion therapy: stripped, administered drugs to make them violently ill and shown same-sex sexual images as they expelled and lay in their own vomit and faeces.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, areas of Germany were socially liberal. Berlin in particular was accepting of homosexuality and gender nonconformity, with gay, lesbian and drag bars attracting a diverse clientele. The first LGBTQ rights organization in the world is believed to have been the Scientific-Humanitarian Committee, founded in 1897 in Germany by Magnus Hirschfeld. The Committee campaigned for international LGBT (specifically including trans) rights and to overturn Germany’s outlawing of gay male sex. Twenty years later, in 1919, Hirschfeld set up the Institute for Sexual Science.

When Hitler came to power, he and his followers raged against the degeneration of public morals. Homosexuality was considered anathema to Nazi plans for a “pure race”. On 6 May 1933, Nazi followers ransacked Hirschfeld’s academy and around 20,000 books were thrown onto bonfires during the mass book burnings. Hirschfeld was abroad at the time, and stayed in exile. By the following year, the Gestapo had instructed local police to keep a “pink list” of known homosexuals. In 1935, the law which already outlawed homosexuality was toughened to make suspected homosexual behaviour or even thoughts a crime. In the period up until the end of the war, an estimated 50,000 homosexual men were imprisoned and between 5,000 and 15,000 were sent to concentration camps. It is not known how many perished.

France has had a complex relationship with gay rights. A capital crime for hundreds of years, in 1791, as a consequence of the French Revolution, a new penal code was enacted that didn’t criminalize homosexuality. This made France the first country in Europe to effectively decriminalize homosexuality. After 150 years of an equal age of consent, in 1942 the wartime Vichy government lowered the age of consent for straight people to 15 and raised it for homosexuals to 21.

Russia’s Revolution also provided an opportunity for change. Following the October Revolution of 1917, the Communist Party introduced a new penal code, which, in effect, legalized homosexuality. For the next decade attitudes were mixed, with some hostility but also some moves to support gay people. But from 1927 to 1930 came a hardening of social attitudes. Homosexuality was officially labelled a mental illness, and in 1933, under Stalin’s government, male homosexuality was again criminalized.

In 1948, three years after the Second World War (in which gay servicemen would be dismissed and imprisoned), American biologist Alfred Kinsey published his groundbreaking report “Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male”. It suggested that not only were 10% of American males homosexual but also that most men were not exclusively heterosexual or homosexual. It caused a huge controversy, as did his report of five years later, “Sexual Behaviour in the Human Female”. It later emerged that he was bisexual.

In post-war Britain, Home Secretary David Maxwell Fyfe ordered a crackdown, determined to “rid England of this plague”. As stated by Graham Stewart in his October 2000 article in The Times, “The Accidental Legacy of a Homophobic Humanitarian”, there were 1,276 prosecutions in 1939. After Fyfe’s first year in office, 1951, there were 5,443.

In the US, fuelled by post-war communist paranoia, new American laws pushed LGBTQ people to the edge of society and sanity, and, as historian David Carter states, forced them to live in “an uneasy state of fear and spiritual suffocation”. Senator Joseph McCarthy and others believed that homosexuality constituted a security risk. If homosexual material was mailed to a home address, the postal service would report it to the FBI. Thousands of people were monitored by the FBI and denied jobs or fired from existing ones. Public information campaigns even warned of the danger of homosexuality.


[image: A black and white photo of Jean Genet sits before bookshelves, wearing a rolled-up shirt and holding a cigarette while looking at the camera.]
Born in France in 1910, Jean Genet spent time in prison for petty crime as a teenager. But after becoming friends with and impressing other leading Parisian artists with his writing, Genet went on to be an important figure, writing explicitly and honestly about politics and his life as a pickpocket and sex worker. As a playwright he became a major figure of the theatre of the absurd. He is considered an anarchist, rebelling against the dominant socio-political culture.




[image: A black and white photo of imprisoned men wearing striped uniforms and triangle badges stand in formation in a Nazi concentration camp.]
Between 1933 and 1945, it is believed that the Nazis arrested 100,000 gay men, imprisoned 50,000 and sent 5,000–15,000 to concentration camps.




[image: A black and white photo of Alan Turing wears a suit and tie in a formal studio portrait, standing with a composed posture and gazing slightly to the side.]
Alan Turing, the father of modern computing and the man responsible for techniques that enabled the rapid breaking of German codes during the war, was convicted of gross indecency in 1952 and chemically castrated. In 2019, he was voted the greatest person of the twentieth century by BBC viewers.




[image: A black and white photo of the cover page of The Ladder: A Lesbian Review, April 1968, features a woman whispering closely into another woman’s ear.]
Cover of The Ladder: a Lesbian Review, the first national lesbian publication from the Daughters of Bilitis, published from 1956 to 1970.




[image: A plaque marks Gene Compton’s Cafeteria Riot of 1966, honouring transgender women and gay men who fought discrimination.]
A plaque commemorating the Compton’s Café riots of 1966, San Francisco. In response to the harassment and arrest of transgender people, the trans and gay clientele picketed the café. Stonewall was not the first fightback.



At around the same time, several high-profile cases caused public concern in the UK. In 1952, Bletchley Park computer scientist Alan Turing, pivotal in winning the Second World War, was convicted of gross indecency. In 1953, beloved actor Sir John Gielgud was arrested and convicted of sex in a public toilet. On the night the news broke, actress Sybil Thorndike prepared nervously to go on stage with him, expecting him to be booed off. To everyone’s surprise, Gielgud was met with a rapturous standing ovation. The year after, Alan Turing, who had agreed to chemical castration rather than imprisonment, was found dead, believed to have taken his own life. The same year, the youngest peer in the House of Lords, Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, along with Peter Wildeblood and Michael Pitt-Rivers, was convicted, in a storm of publicity, of “conspiracy to incite certain male persons to commit serious offences with male persons”. The Government, realizing the situation was untenable, asked Sir John Wolfenden to investigate what could be done about the dual problems of homosexuality and prostitution. Three years later, in 1957, the Wolfenden report concluded that homosexuality, in limited circumstances, should be decriminalized.

Change was afoot. After a letter to the Times on 7 March 1958, from academic Tony Dyson, and others, calling for implementation of Wolfenden’s recommendations, in May the Homosexual Law Reform Society was established with notable members Antony Grey, Nigel Bryant and Duncan Wright, with a supporting group, The Albany Trust, to promote homosexual wellbeing.

In the US, the Mattachine Society, which is regarded as the first significant gay rights group (after the brief existence in 1924 of the Society for Human Rights), was founded in 1950 by communist Harry Hay. Although it is seen now by some as conservative in its desire to portray gay people as “just like everybody else”, it was Dick Leitsch, Mattachine’s New York representative, who would call ten years later for more direct action. In 1952 the New York Daily News outed 26-year-old transgender woman Christine Jorgensen, making her an overnight celebrity. In 1955, a lesbian rights and social organization, the Daughters of Bilitis, was formed in San Francisco to support gay and bisexual women by couple Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon.


[image: A black and white photo of several men sitting at a bar with bottles and glasses, watching something with focus among a crowded audience.]
Customers at San Francisco’s Black Cat Bar, c.1950s. A popular hangout for Beats, bohemians and gay men, the Black Cat closed in 1964 after years of police raids, enforcing the law rendering any “resort for sexual perverts” illegal.




[image: A black and white photo of Barbara Gittings holding a sign reading ‘HOMOSEXUALS should be judged as individuals’ while marching beside a man carrying another placard.]
The Mattachine society held the first “homophile” protests. Prominent lesbian activist Barbara Gittings is pictured here on 4 July 1966, picketing Independence Hall, Washington on the “annual reminder”, a precursor to Gay Pride events.



The 1960s ushered in a wave of huge social and political change. In 1962, heterosexual Labour MP Leo Abse pushed forward a bill to implement the Wolfenden report. Protests against the Vietnam War became a template for the power of resistance. The Black Power movement generated acts of civil disobedience such as the 1965 marches from Selma to Montgomery. Mexicans and Puerto Ricans fought against police brutality, and an Indian-influenced movement inspired by the transformative power of sex and love spread across America and was embraced by the Beatles. A US presidential commission on the status of women found widespread inequality, while books such as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique inspired a second wave of feminism after the Suffrage Movement. In the UK, towards the end of the 1960s, women were allowed to sit in the House of Lords and the contraceptive pill was made available – first to married women and then, in 1967, to all. That same year, abortion became legal in all of the UK except Northern Ireland.

In 1961, Dirk Bogarde starred in Victim, a film about a gay barrister being blackmailed. In 1962 the State of Illinois became the first to legalize consensual sodomy (no other state would legalize it for a further decade). In 1964 a large feature in Life magazine suggested the American public acknowledge “the secret world of the homosexual” which was slowly emerging from the shadows.

Events at three venues in California gave an early indication of the fight back that was just around the corner. In response to police harassment, in May 1959 there was unrest at Cooper Do-nuts, a small, 24-hour café near Skid Row in Los Angeles, frequented by gay and trans people. In August 1966, the mainly transgender clientele of Compton’s Cafeteria in San Francisco rioted after continual police harassment, resulting in the creation of the country’s first trans support group, the National Transsexual Counseling Unit. It is said that the two days of riots began after a trans woman threw a cup of coffee over an arresting policeman, with echoes of what would happen three years later in New York. In February 1967, 200 patrons of the Black Cat Tavern in Los Angeles, appalled at police harassment and brutality, particularly on New Year’s Eve 1966, staged a peaceful protest. Afterwards, a group came together and named themselves “Personal Rights In Defense and Education” – or PRIDE. This was the first time that “Pride” was formally used in context of LGBT rights. This group created a newsletter; the “Los Angeles Advocate”, in September 1967, evolving into The Advocate, which was sold across the country, and would become America’s most important gay publication.


[image: A black and white photo of Leo Abse standing outside in formal attire with a patterned shirt, bowler hat, gloves and a walking stick.]
Leo Abse, MP for Torfaen, pictured in April 1965. Abse spearheaded the private member’s bill that would result in the partial decriminalization of sexual relations between men.




[image: A black and white photo of Christine Jorgensen performing a ballet routine on stage, standing on pointe with her arms raised near a band setup.]
Christine Jorgensen found fame in 1952 as the first American known to have gender reassignment surgery. She is shown practising her ballet number at the Café Society Club, Greenwich Village, New York, c.1960s.



[image: The title page of the Sexual Offences Act 1967 lists sections on law amendments, punishments and related legal provisions.]

[image: The opening page of the Sexual Offences Act 1967 begins with text under the royal emblem of Elizabeth 2 outlining legal amendments.]
The Sexual Offences Act 1967 (UK), which decriminalized sex between consenting men, over the age of 21, in private. It was enacted 10 years after the suggestions of the pivotal Wolfenden report.



In 1961, British fashion model April Ashley was outed by tabloid the Sunday People as transgender, causing a sensation. Two years later, the first UK trans support group, the Beaumont Society, was established to help individuals and educate the medical establishment.

In 1964, Allan Horsfall created the North Western Homosexual Law Reform Committee, (a branch of the Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform) and became its secretary and highest profile member.

In 1967, the BBC dedicated two of the programmes in its Man Alive current affairs series to the experience of lesbians and gay men. People of different classes were shown struggling to live peaceful lives, let alone fulfil the basic desire for a loving relationship. Playwright and poet Maureen Duffy was one of the first British women in public life to come out as a lesbian, publishing her first openly gay novel in 1966. She appeared on national television, calling for law reform for gay men.

Then, on 27 July 1967, on the recommendations of the Wolfenden Committee – led by a straight man later revealed to have a gay son and commissioned by a Conservative government, from a bill pushed forward by a heterosexual MP and enacted by a Labour government – the Sexual Offences Act 1967 became law. Sex between two consenting men over the age of 21, in private, in England and Wales, was no longer illegal. This was too late for countless gay men, including playwright Joe Orton, murdered by his sometime partner Kenneth Halliwell two weeks later, no doubt in part because of mental health problems that the times fostered.

But for others a new dawn was breaking. A coalition of different people with different political views had created a ripple that was about to become an unstoppable wave.


[image: A black and white photo of April Ashley, wearing a sleeveless dress and bracelets, stands singing into a microphone with expressive gestures.]
Model and socialite April Ashley singing at the Astor Club in London’s West End, 1962. One of the first British people to undergo gender reassignment surgery, she was outed by the Sunday People in 1961.




[image: A black and white photo of several men sitting at a bar counter with glasses and bottles, chatting casually with a bartender wearing a light jumper under warm lighting.]
Members of the Mattachine Society – John Timmins, Dick Leitsch, Craig Rodwell and Randy Wicker – staging a “sip-in” at Julius’s Bar, New York City, 21 April 1966. New York liquor laws prevented bars from serving gay customers.






EARLY GAY BARS

Clandestine “molly houses” operated in the UK from the eighteenth century

Zanzibar, Cannes, France (opened 1885)

The Cave of the Golden Calf, off Regent Street, London, UK (opened 1912)

Berlin in the 1920s had a thriving network of gay bars, clubs and cafés, including the Eldorado

The Atlantic House, Provincetown, US (considered a gay venue by 1920s)

Double Header, Seattle, US (opened 1933)

Café Lafitte in Exile, New Orleans, US (opened 1933, claims to be the oldest continuously operating gay bar in the US)

White Horse Inn, Oakland, California (opened 1933, still a gay venue today)

Black Cat Café, San Francisco, US (opened in 1906, attracting gay people in the early 1940s)

Julius, Greenwich Village, New York, US (patronized by gay people by 1950s, welcoming by early 1960s)


[image: A black and white photo of four women seated at a bar counter looking toward the camera, glasses of wine and cocktails placed before them.]
Customers in drag at Berlin’s Eldorado nightclub, 1929.
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Sexual Offences Act 1967 Ch. 60 1

ELIZABETH 1l

An Act to amend the law of England and Wales relati
to homosexual acts. 27th Sy 1967}

& 1T ENACTED by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty, by and
with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and
Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament

assembled, and by the authority of the same, as follows:—

1~ Notwithstanding any statutory or common law provi- Amendment
sion, but subjec to the provisions of the next following section, SG13¥
homosexual act in private shall not be an offence provided homeual
that the parties consent thereto and have attained the age of acts n prvte,
twenty-one years.
(2) An act which would otherwis be treated for the purposes
of this Act as being done in privte shall not be 5o treated i done—
(a) when more than two persons take part or are present; or
®)in 8 lwtory o which the publc b ot ae permiisd
e access, whether on payment or othervise.
(3) A man who is sufferng from severe subnormality
B T e Mt A T80 it bt o i 198,75
any consent which, by virtue of subsection (1) of this section,
‘would prevent a homosexual act from being an offence, but &
person Sbal ot be conviied, on aesount o the incapaciy of
Such a man to consent, of an ofience consisting of such an act
i e proves that he did not know and had no reason to suspect
that man to be sufering from severe subnormality.
(4) Section 128 of the Mental Health Act 1959 (prohibition
on men on the affof a hospital,or otherwise having responsibiity
for mental patients, having sexual intercourse. wit
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HERE MARKS THE SITE OF GENE
COMPTON'S CAFETERIA WHERE A RIOT
TOOK PLACE ONE AUGUST NIGHT WHEN
TRANSGENDER WOMEN AND GAY MEN
" STOOD WP FOR THEIR RiGHTS AND FOUGHT
AGAINST POLICE BRUTALITY, POVERTY,
OPPRESSION AND DISCRIMINATION
IN THE TENDERLO'N:

WE, THE TRANSGENDER, GAY, LESBIAN AND
BISEXUAL COMMUNITY, ARE DEDICATING
THIS PLAQUE TO THESE HEROES OF
OUR CiVIL RIGRTS MOVEMENT.

DEDICATED JUNE 22, 2006
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CHAPTER 60
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